
Strengthening the governance of environmental and social impacts in 
formal small-scale gold mining operations in Uganda

Pius Kahangirwe a , Frank Vanclay a,* , Jos Arts a,b

a Urban & Regional Studies Institute, Faculty of Spatial Sciences, University of Groningen, The Netherlands
b Research Unit for Environmental Sciences and Management, North-West University, Potchefstroom, South Africa

A R T I C L E  I N F O

Keywords:
Social impact assessment
Artisanal mining
Mining-induced displacement and resettlement
Livelihood disruption
EIA effectiveness
Social licence to operate
Environmental impact assessment

A B S T R A C T

We consider the formal small-scale gold mining (SSGM) sector in Uganda, examining how governance could be 
improved to reduce social and environmental impacts and increase benefits to local communities. Artisanal and 
small-scale mining (ASM) is an important livelihood strategy across Sub-Saharan Africa, especially for gold. In 
Uganda, ASM mostly occurs by small formalised and regulated companies and cooperatives (SSGM). Never
theless, SSGM (like ASM) is still associated with environmental and social harm. Although Environmental and 
Social Impact Assessments (ESIAs) are prepared to mitigate risks from mining, their effectiveness in SSGM is 
limited. Based on qualitative field research in Uganda (community group discussions, expert interviews, ob
servations) and by analysing eight ESIAs for SSGM projects, we consider how weaknesses in policy, governance, 
and institutional capacity undermine the ‘do no harm’ (social safeguard) and ‘do good’ (social investment, 
community development, benefit sharing) intentions of ESIA. We found that fragmented institutional re
sponsibilities, inadequate community engagement, weak enforcement, and marginalisation of social consider
ations in ESIA contribute to physical displacement, economic displacement, disruption to people’s livelihoods, 
health risks, gender-based violence and harassment (GBVH), and social conflict. These negative outcomes are not 
isolated failures but are indicative of systemic flaws in the governance of SSGM. We provide recommendations to 
strengthen ESIA as a governance tool, including: enhance community participation; integrate livelihood and 
gender considerations into ESIA and policy; improve coordination; and implement adaptive management. 
Strengthening ESIA and governance arrangements are essential if the SSGM sector is to contribute to equitable 
and sustainable development in Sub-Saharan Africa.

1. Introduction

Artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) plays a critical role in the 
global mineral supply and is a significant livelihood in rural areas, 
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa (Hilson, 2016; IGF, 2017; World Bank, 
2024a). Globally, ASM engages around seven times more people than 
industrial mining (McKay, 2025). ASM is a heterogeneous and complex 
phenomenon that is generally often defined only in terms of being 
something other than corporate industrial mining (Hilson et al., 2017). 
However, ASM varies in scale from individuals or families working in an 
informal ad hoc fashion through to organised professional, formalized 
and regulated small-scale cooperatives and companies (McQuilken and 
Hilson, 2018; World Bank, 2023; Donkor et al., 2025; McKay, 2025).

Our aim in this exploratory paper is to consider the consequences of 
small-scale gold mining (SSGM) undertaken by small companies and 

cooperatives in Uganda, a country where SSGM is formally acknowl
edged, regulated and governed. We discuss the key social issues arising 
from the planning, implementation, governance and community 
engagement processes associated with the governance of SSGM. We are 
specifically interested in the environmental and social impacts arising 
from SSGM practice, and we reflect on how the governance of SSGM 
could be improved to reduce negative impacts and enhance benefits. Our 
research methods included interviews with experts, group discussions 
with affected communities, a comprehensive literature review on the 
social impacts of SSGM and ASM, a review of Environmental and Social 
Impact Assessment (ESIA) reports undertaken for SSGM projects, field 
observations, and reflections on our experiences and understandings as 
leading ESIA researchers.

Despite the social and environmental concerns SSGM raises, it has 
become a vital engine for local economic development in Sub-Saharan 

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: frank.vanclay@rug.nl (F. Vanclay). 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

The Extractive Industries and Society

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/exis

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2026.101941
Received 2 March 2026; Received in revised form 24 April 2026; Accepted 24 April 2026  

The Extractive Industries and Society 27 (2026) 101941 

Available online 29 April 2026 
2214-790X/© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license ( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ ). 

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5725-3234
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5725-3234
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9945-6432
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9945-6432
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6896-3992
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6896-3992
mailto:frank.vanclay@rug.nl
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/2214790X
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/exis
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2026.101941
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2026.101941
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Africa (Brown, 2020; Hilson, 2020; Hilson et al., 2025). The rapid 
growth of SSGM has spurred efforts to address the social risks associated 
with it. The Ugandan regulations about SSGM include requiring ESIAs 
for SSGM projects, however these ESIAs are often inadequate. Despite 
increasing research about SSGM, its social, cultural, psychosocial and 
gendered impacts remain understudied and are inadequately managed 
and governed (Hilson, 2020; Hilson and Maconachie, 2020). While the 
physical and economic displacement of local people and potential for 
conflict are generally acknowledged by the Ugandan government as 
likely social impacts (although they are inadequately addressed), many 
other social impacts (especially cumulative impacts) are poorly under
stood, including those relating to increasing inequality, loss of tradi
tional customs and practices, diminished importance of local traditional 
institutions, declining use of local languages, and the marginalization of 
youth (Buss et al., 2019; Hilson and Maconachie, 2020; Rugadya, 2020; 
Gerrits, 2024). The seriousness of these issues suggest that mining is 
much more than just a livelihood option creating economic develop
ment, it has profound consequences that turn it into a community 
transformation process (with many negative consequences). Research 
into the effectiveness of ESIAs and Resettlement Action Plans, especially 
in relation to SSGM, is scarce, hindering the appropriate governance of 
SSGM. Thus, our paper with its recommendations for how the gover
nance of SSGM can be improved is very significant and timely.

2. Small-scale gold mining in Uganda

Artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) is an important livelihood 
strategy across Sub-Saharan Africa. Artisanal and small-scale gold 
mining (ASGM) is especially significant. In Uganda, most ASGM occurs 
by regulated small companies and cooperatives, which is why we study 
SSGM (rather than ASGM). ASM and SSGM have become key livelihood 
activities in rural Uganda, directly engaging an estimated 250,000 in
dividuals and supporting many times more people through indirect 
economic linkages (TrustAfrica, 2024). To highlight its significance, 
ASGM (including SSGM) accounts for over 90 % of Uganda’s gold pro
duction (planetGOLD Uganda, 2024). In response to rising global gold 
prices and declining agricultural productivity, ASGM and SSGM have 
expanded significantly over the past two decades (Hilson and Maco
nachie, 2020; Ladewig et al., 2025).

The informal ASGM sector is characterised by limited access to 
finance and technology, rudimentary extraction techniques, and wide
spread use of hazardous substances such as mercury (Serwajja and 
Mukwaya, 2021; UNDP, 2024). The informality of ASGM exacerbates 
environmental degradation, including soil erosion, deforestation and 
water contamination, and leads to the displacement of smallholder 
farmers and land use conflicts (Rugadya, 2020; Ladewig et al., 2025). 
Because of these issues, the Ugandan government and other organisa
tions have sought to regulate ASM, including by ‘formalization’ (Hilson 
et al., 2022; Fisher, 2023; World Bank, 2024b; IGF, 2025), thus a strong 
SSGM sector has emerged.

Although Uganda’s Mines and Minerals Act (Government of Uganda, 
2022) regulates SSGM through licensing, registration of cooperatives, 
and various environmental and social safeguards, implementation of the 
provisions in the Act remains weak due to corruption, limited institu
tional capacity, and the exclusion of local people and community leaders 
from planning and decision-making processes (Kahangirwe, 2011; 
Ogwang et al., 2018, 2019; Kahangirwe and Vanclay, 2022; Tingini and 
Eniowo, 2025). Achieving sustainable results from SSGM requires not 
only stronger governance, but also inclusive policies that integrate 
environmental health, recognise small-scale mining workers’ rights, and 
ensure equitable benefit sharing (Hilson et al., 2017; RGI, 2024; World 
Bank, 2024a; Perks, 2025).

In general, development projects (including for SSGM) are expected 
to minimize harm and generate benefits for the local community and 
public at large. This is normally done by requiring ESIAs to be under
taken and implementing monitoring and mitigation plans (Gulakov and 

Vanclay, 2024). Where displacement of people is likely to occur, 
Resettlement Action Plans and/or Livelihood Restoration/Enhancement 
Plans are also expected (Vanclay, 2017). The effective planning and 
implementation of projects requires careful consideration of the full 
range of social risks (Vanclay, 2002), including any physical and eco
nomic displacement of people, livelihood disruption, the adequacy of 
compensation, community fragmentation, and the potential for 
project-induced in-migration (Vanclay, 2017; Smyth and Vanclay, 2017; 
World Bank, 2023, Gerrits, 2024). Despite established regulatory 
frameworks and guidelines, inconsistent application of them leads to 
community wellbeing being undermined, which highlights the need for 
stronger governance, more meaningful community engagement, and 
increased use of adaptive social management practices and frameworks 
(van der Ploeg and Vanclay, 2018; Kahangirwe and Vanclay, 2024; 
World Bank, 2024a; Smyth et al., 2025).

3. Methodology

We examined the environmental and social impacts, and governance 
issues associated with SSGM projects in Uganda. A multiple methods 
approach was used. We undertook a literature review of the SSGM and 
ASM literature, field observations, interviews with experts, group dis
cussions with affected communities, and we analysed ESIA reports un
dertaken for SSGM projects. Data collection was conducted between 
September 2024 and August 2025. The field observations and group 
discussions were carried out at SSGM sites in the Kassanda District of 
Uganda (see Fig. 1). All ESIA reports about SSGM that were publicly 
available from the Ministry of Energy and Mineral Development were 
analysed (8 in total). Fig. 1 indicates the locations where the SSGM 
projects associated with these ESIA reports were located. It also in
dicates current gold mining areas in Uganda. We believe that our 
research reasonably represents SSGM in Uganda and that our analysis is 
likely to be generally indicative of SSGM dynamics across much of Sub- 
Saharan Africa.

The lead author conducted 50 in-person interviews with experts, 
including ESIA consultants, national and local government officials, 
regulators, Ugandan academics interested in SSGM or related topics, 
mining company representatives, and members of small-scale mining 
associations, companies and cooperatives (see Table 1 for a description 
of interviewees). The expert interviews were done in English (the official 
language of Uganda). For these interviews, hand written notes were 
taken on a paper notebook, which were later transcribed into a Word 
document. Using our professional networks and a snowballing 
approach, relevant interviewees were invited to participate based on 
their expertise and professional experience. During the in-person in
terviews, which generally took between 25 and 45 min, the lead author 
establish rapport with the interviewees and made them feel comfortable, 
which helped generate forthright and insightful responses, especially 
regarding some of the sensitive topics related to SSGM, e.g. land-take, 
compensation, livelihood disruption, and health & safety.

The interviews generally addressed the following topics: 

• What is your role in the planning and development of SSGM sector?
• What are the social benefits associated with SSGM projects?
• What are the key social risks and challenges experienced during 

planning, construction and operation of the infrastructure for the 
SSGM projects in Uganda?

• What are the causes of those social risks and challenges?
• Are the social risks and challenges managed appropriately?
• What measures have been put in place to address potential risks or 

negative impacts while planning and implementing SSGM projects?
• What mitigation or management strategies could be adopted while 

initiating and executing SSGM infrastructure projects to reduce 
socio-economic risks?

Also, 20 group discussions (with 10 to 15 participants per group at 
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any time) were conducted, involving a total of approximately 300 
project-affected individuals, comprising smallholder farmers, SSGM 
workers, and local traders. These group discussions were conducted in 
SSGM locations in the Kassanda District, and were purposively selected 
based on three criteria: (1) potential for significant social and environ
mental impacts due to close proximity of SSGM to populated areas; (2) 
SSGM taking place on agricultural land and/or ecologically sensitive 
zones; and (3) ease of access by the lead author. Some of these 

discussions were in English, although most were in the local languages, 
Runyankore or Luganda (both of which are spoken by the lead author). 
Because of the SSGM context, these group interviews had to be 
impromptu, with participants arriving and departing as they wished. 
Participants stayed only for as long as they maintained interest. The 
participants primarily comprised SSGM workers and small-scale busi
ness operators in the project area, with most being women or young 
adults. The lead author took notes on paper during these discussions. 
Key points were later transferred into a Word document.

For the interviews and group discussions, the principles of ethical 
social research (Vanclay et al., 2013) were observed, and ethical clear
ance was obtained from the University of Groningen. Because most 
people in Uganda are averse to signing official forms, informed consent 
was obtained verbally before proceeding with any interview or group 
discussion, with the signing of consent forms being optional. Given the 
sensitivity of the topic and potential risk of harm to interviewees, as a 
form of protection, the institutional Ethics Committee required that all 
hand-written notebooks be destroyed after transcription.

A targeted literature review was undertaken of the academic litera
ture and other documents addressing the social impacts of ASM and 
SSGM, especially in a sub-Saharan context. Searching was done via 
Scopus, Google Scholar and Google, and by following-up on any leads or 
key references mentioned in the literature reviewed.

The 8 ESIA reports were read carefully, with recurring themes 
identified. The hand-written notes from the 50 expert interviews and 20 
group discussions were transcribed, coded, and thematically analyzed to 
capture diverse perspectives on livelihood disruption, land use and 
community wellbeing. The interview questions guided the coding pro
cess, with responses grouped into thematic categories such as roles in 
SSGM planning, social benefits, risks and challenges, causes, manage
ment practices, and mitigation strategies.

Fig. 1. Indication of where small-scale mining projects are located in Uganda.
Source: Primary author in November 2025 using data sources from the Uganda Bureau of Statistics.

Table 1 
Overview of the 50 expert interviews.

Level Institutional setting Number of interviewees 
by category (n)

National 
level

• Government ministries e.g., Ministry of 
Energy and Mineral Development, 
Ministry of Lands, Housing and Urban 
Development

• Regulators such as the National 
Environmental Management Agency, 
Ministry of Water and Environment

• Academic institutions
• ESIA consultants
• Private companies
• Associations and civil society 

organisations

Civil servants (5) 
Academia (2) 
Consultants (7) 
Small mining 
companies (8) 
Mining associations (6) 
Civil Society (1)

Local level • Local government departments e.g., 
natural resource management, 
environment, community development, 
labour, water, agriculture

• Political representatives at various 
levels

• Private companies
• Associations and civil society 

organisations

Civil servants (3) 
Community 
representatives (4) 
small mining companies 
(7) 
Mining associations (5) 
Civil Society (2)
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4. Results and discussion: governance and social impacts in 
small-scale gold mining

4.1. Roles of the various actors in planning and development in the SSGM 
sector

During the expert interviews, the roles played by the various actors 
were explained, and it was considered that they had crucial and inter
connecting functions. The Ministry of Energy and Mineral Development 
was responsible for creating and enforcing regulations that promote 
formalization of ASM, environmental protection, and occupational 
health & safety, while also ensuring equitable rights to gold mining. 
Local governments, authorities and community leaders have re
sponsibility to facilitate community engagement, address conflicts, and 
undertake appropriate land-use planning to balance gold mining with 
other livelihood activities and housing. However, some experts stated 
that local governments feel they do not get a fair share of mining roy
alties and taxes from mining operations undertaken in their district, 
leaving them under-resourced despite having to bear many financial, 
environmental and social costs created by mining. The interviewees 
indicated that local governments generally lack the technical capacity to 
properly enforce regulations and monitor projects, have unclear and 
potentially overlapping responsibilities, and experience tensions with 
national authorities, including in relation to conflicting regulations. 
These tensions undermine good governance, appropriate regulation and 
oversight, thus enabling illegal mining operations to occur, leading to 
social conflict, and to a weak or non-existent social licence to operate for 
SSGM, mining in general, and government at all levels.

Various associations and cooperatives seek to represent miners’ in
terests, advocate for fair policies, and promote responsible mining 
practices. Civil society and non-governmental organisations have also 
assisted by organising capacity building programs, holding awareness- 
raising campaigns, and providing technical support targeting SSGM 
workers and operators in an attempt to increase sustainability in SSGM 
(e.g. to reduce mercury use). However, several experts stated that some 
government officials and others consider the SSGM cooperatives and 
associations to be nothing more than ‘bureaucratic entities’ that seek to 
advance the self-interests of certain individuals rather than genuinely 
represent ordinary ASM/SSGM miners. The SSGM cooperatives and as
sociations are also seen as ‘weapons of political power’ that politicians 
wield when it suits them. There was scepticism about whether the civil 
society organisations truly represent local communities, or whether they 
are influenced by external actors and agendas. Potentially, these per
ceptions have resulted in limited support for SSGM associations and 
cooperatives, and has arguably reduced the role and influence these 
entities potentially could have in the regulation and governance of 
SSGM. This was considered to be a lost opportunity, as stated by an 
expert from local government (slightly modified): 

If the associations and cooperatives were meaningfully engaged in the 
development of legislation, they would contribute towards shaping policies 
that support health and safety, and they would co-develop solutions with 
the government to the challenges they face, such as exploitation by mid
dlemen, access to land, etc.

The private sector, mining companies and development partners 
have provided funding, infrastructure, and market access to enhance 
productivity and social wellbeing. Research institutions and academia 
have supported the sector by developing cleaner mining technologies, 
including for ASM/SSGM. Altogether, there is concerted effort towards 
ensuring SSGM contributes to sustainable development while mini
mizing social and environmental harms. However, several experts stated 
they were uncertain about the extent to which academia had contrib
uted towards appropriate data collection or to evidence-based policy 
making. It was stated by an academic that (slightly modified): 

There is a bad mindset [amongst many in the industry] that academics 
only produce theory, and not any usable policy-related data or infor
mation. Yet academic research can inform how to regulate informal 
mining, and how the big ‘elephant in the room’ called ‘royalties’ could 
work [better]. ... Academic insights could play a vital role in shaping the 
policies around gold mining, but they are never involved or consulted … 
they are left out of the discussions.

Another academic stated that (slightly modified): 

The drafters of the recently approved Mining and Minerals Act did not 
reach out to many of us in universities, especially those of us from social 
science departments, but only consulted those working on environmental 
sciences. … [However] There are evident social risks – such as child 
labour and health risks – in small-scale mining, research topics that our 
students have studied extensively, and this data could have informed the 
regulations and made them more evidence-based rather than politically 
reactive.

Our findings indicate that inclusive community engagement can 
contribute to socially sustainable small-scale mining by integrating local 
voices, concerns and priorities into project management at all stages of 
the project lifecycle. Having clearer roles and responsibilities in the 
governance of SSGM would enhance sustainability and would help 
address social challenges by ensuring transparency, accountability, and 
inclusive benefit sharing. When governments, companies, and commu
nities have clearly defined duties that they actually undertake, this re
duces conflict, builds trust, contributes to the long-term wellbeing of 
local communities, and enhances the social sustainability of mining 
(Hansen et al., 2016; Joyce et al., 2018; Ogwang and Vanclay, 2021; 
Kowszyk et al., 2023, 2025).

4.2. Benefits associated with SSGM projects

In recent decades, research into rural livelihoods has generally 
shifted away from encouraging smallholder agriculture and non- 
agricultural livelihoods of uncertain or low return towards encour
aging stable, higher-return activities including wage employment and 
engaging in emerging rural enterprises (Alobo Loison, 2015). There has 
also been a period of experimentation with rural livelihoods (Bryceson 
and Jønsson, 2010; Esteves et al., 2025). Many rural households have 
now diversified their livelihood strategies to include informal trade, 
wage labour and artisanal mining. Some African countries have become 
heavily reliant on mineral exports, with governments viewing ASM and 
SSGM as a means of boosting rural employment, reducing poverty and 
generating foreign exchange. Consequently, they have provided 
considerable space for small-scale mining activities (Maconachie and 
Hilson, 2011; Fisher, 2023, World Bank, 2023, 2024a).

Some 250,000 people across all ages are now earning a livelihood in 
ASM and SSGM in Uganda (TrustAfrica, 2024; IGF, 2025). SSGM is 
perceived to provide far higher earnings than people could get from 
other activities; and thus leads to people moving away from the security 
of their home location to known gold mining areas. Although successful 
SSGM requires networking and technical mining skills, these are 
generally acquired informally ‘on the job’ (World Bank, 2023; Adranyi 
et al., 2024). Collectively, SSGM is a major employer and provides much 
livelihood support for families (as was established during the group 
discussions). However, the lives of local people and host communities 
have become much affected by the many negative social, cultural, eco
nomic and environmental consequences of SSGM (Fisher et al., 2023). In 
addition to the information gained from our interviews (presented 
below), by drawing on the 8 ESIA reports and our literature review, we 
established that SSGM activities are also likely to provide a wide range 
of benefits, both in the short and long-term (see Box 1):
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4.3. Social risks associated with SSGM projects

Despite the many papers arguing for the appropriateness of SSGM as 
a national economic strategy (see Box 1), the negative environmental, 
social and economic implications have not always been fully considered 
(Haroon and Hayyat, 2025; Tseer et al., 2025; Adom, 2026). In our 
research, we found that SSGM does have various negative social im
pacts, including: physical displacement of people and communities; 
economic displacement; land and resource conflicts; disruption to 
traditional ways of life; exploitation of workers; increased crime (e.g. 
due to drug abuse, youth unemployment, school dropouts, family dis
organisation, and prostitution); contamination of water and soil; health 
issues and associated medical expenses; inadequate housing; insecurity; 
and community health, safety and security issues. In some countries, 
income from SSGM has supported armed conflict and human trafficking 
(UNODC, 2024). If the negative impacts are not adequately addressed, 
an increase in SSGM will also increase social risks. For SSGM projects to 
be developed responsibly, they have to effectively engage with local 
communities and not antagonize them (Kahangirwe and Vanclay, 2024; 
Kahangirwe et al., 2025). Getting a ‘social licence to operate’ for SSGM 
projects and the mining industry as a whole is essential (Vanclay and 
Hanna, 2019; Ogwang and Vanclay, 2021). Below, we discuss some of 
the key issues in more detail.

4.3.1. Corruption, conflict over resources, and land rights disputes
As reported in the group discussions, SSGM’s demand for land, water 

(especially at gold washing stations) and other resources has resulted in 
conflicts with local communities that rely on those resources for their 
own livelihoods. These conflicts generally stem from inadequate 
formalization and the lack of clear property rights (Ladewig et al., 
2025). The lure of gold has sparked conflicts over land ownership and 
usage rights within families and between SSGM companies and local 
people, especially where ancestral lands and cultural heritage have been 
affected. One interviewee stated that violent conflicts had led to injuries 
requiring the hospitalisation of some people. There were also concerns 

about the exploitation of SSGM workers and community members by 
middlemen, local elites and security forces operating around mining 
sites.

The illegal trading of SSGM/ASM-produced gold (including smug
gling across the border) has deprived the government of revenue (Hilson 
and Potter, 2003; Hilson et al., 2017; Adom and Simatele, 2026) because 
it bypasses the official channels where production is recorded and taxes, 
export duties and royalties are levied and collected. The illegal trading 
and smuggling of gold happens on a large scale, frequently involving 
high-level corruption, including by government officials (Global Wit
ness, 2017). Demands for bribes and other forms of extortion by au
thorities were mentioned during the group discussions as hindering the 
ability of SSGM companies to operate legally. This extortion and other 
forms of corruption creates conflicts, particularly at licensing offices and 
mining sites where power imbalances allow officials to exploit SSGM 
workers through various rent-seeking practices. Conflicts have eroded 
trust between communities, government and SSGM companies.

People interviewed stated that SSGM was occurring on land where 
multiple, sometimes conflicting, land tenure systems operate. While 
some individuals and companies have formal land titles, customary land 
rights held by communities also apply in many locations. Furthermore, 
regardless of surface rights, the Ugandan government retains all sub
surface mineral rights (Government of Uganda, 2022). Although un
confirmed, it was stated in the group discussions that certain people 
ostensibly associated with various government entities (including the 
police, military, anti-corruption unit, and the specialized mineral pro
tection police unit) were involved in inappropriate land dealings.

4.3.2. Displacement and disrupted livelihoods
It was reported in the interviews and group discussions that SSGM 

had led to the forced displacement of communities from their ancestral 
lands, disrupting their livelihoods, agricultural activities and cultural 
practices. However, several interviewees suggested that some instances 
of displacement were corrupt, with various national and local elites 
influencing land allocation, enforcement actions and licensing decisions 
to serve their own interests.

Recent scholarship on project-induced displacement in Uganda and 
elsewhere highlights the profound impacts of displacement on the lives 
of displaced people (Vanclay, 2017; Ogwang and Vanclay, 2021; Twi
namasiko and Faria, 2025). However, “often displaced people are 
framed as passive and hopeless victims of displacement” (Gukurume and 
Tombindo, 2023, p.1) rather than be seen as active agents who develop 
their own coping strategies and seek alternative livelihood opportu
nities. This negative framing obscures their resilience and agency. 
NGOs, scholars and activists have argued that displacement caused by 
development projects must be considered from a human rights-based 
approach (Esteves et al., 2017; van der Ploeg and Vanclay, 2017; Van
clay and Hanna, 2019; Smyth et al., 2025). A human rights-based 
approach is critical to ensuring that displacement and associated 
disruption to livelihoods does not translate into long-term vulnerability 
and marginalisation (van der Ploeg and Vanclay, 2018).

4.3.3. Disruption to cultural norms and social instability
The loss of traditional ways of life was reported by several in

terviewees and was mentioned in most group discussions. Mining op
erations were believed have disrupted the cultural and spiritual 
connection of communities to their environment, affecting their tradi
tions and way of life, something that has also been mentioned in the 
literature (Kahangirwe et al., 2025; Kowszyk et al., 2025). This loss of 
tradition has promoted drug abuse, youth unemployment, school 
dropouts, family disorganisation, and prostitution. Disregard for local 
communities’ cultural and spiritual values fuels social unrest and in
creases the crime rate. In some cases, gold mining has been linked to 
human trafficking, highlighting the severe social consequences of the 
sector (UNODC, 2024), with vulnerable workers, women and children 
being deceived and/or coerced into exploitative labour or sexual 

Box 1 
Benefits arising from small-scale gold mining projects.

Analysis of ESIA Reports Literature Review

Creates employment and business 
opportunities, increases incomes and 
wealth 
Source of revenue to the government 
from taxes, permits and licenses 
Source of revenue to utility companies 
and other service providers 
Stimulates economic growth and 
increases local wages, reducing poverty 
among local people 
Stimulates the local and regional 
economy 
Enhances investment opportunities 
Contributes to improved infrastructure 
e.g., improved roads, electricity supply 
Enhances skills development among 
workers 
Improves workers’ living conditions 
such as housing due to increased 
income

Creates jobs and employment 
opportunities 
Stimulates local economic growth 
Enhances national income and enhances 
livelihoods for millions of people 
worldwide 
Contributes to GDP and export earnings 
Plays a vital role in poverty alleviation 
Increases access to education, 
healthcare & other services because 
SSGM workers and their families benefit 
from increased income 
Empowers marginalised groups to 
participate in the workforce and gain 
economic independence 
Fosters social interaction & community 
building among SSGM workers and the 
broader community 
Is a supply of raw material for ornament 
makers 
Facilitates economic diversification

Key Sources used to compile Box 1:
ESIAs: Burlcore, 2025; Desert Park Miners, 2025a, 2025b; Oumart, 2023; 
Shining Mines, 2022; Seven Hills, 2022; Pinnacle Enviro Consult, 2017; Uni
versal Flow, 2025.
LITERATURE: Hilson and Potter, 2003; Bryceson and Jønsson, 2010; Hilson, 
2010; Nyame and Grant, 2014; Alobo Loison, 2015; Eduful et al., 2020; Fisher 
et al., 2023; Ofosu and Sarpong, 2023; World Bank, 2023, 2024a, 2024b; 
Adranyi et al., 2024; Baddianaah, 2024; Haroon and Hayyat, 2025; Arthur-
Holmes and Yeboah, 2025.
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exploitation in mining communities. The weakening of social structures 
has affected community bonds and social cohesion (Jønsson and Bry
ceson, 2009; Ogwang and Vanclay, 2021; Kahangirwe and Vanclay, 
2024).

4.3.4. Impacts on health, safety and security
It was established during interviews that SSGM activities have led to 

hazardous working conditions. For instance, an interviewee stated that 
(slightly modified): 

Miners face risks of injury while on duty, fatalities (especially when 
working underground), and long-term health issues such as respira
tory complications and cancers. … Yet the mining companies do not 
provide miners with any medical insurance or even pay their medical bills.

It was reported that mining activities were exposing communities to 
harmful chemicals like mercury, leading to various health complications 
(The Monitor, 2025). Artisanal mining activities have exacerbated 
existing health problems and created new medical conditions due to 
chemical exposure and lack of access to healthcare. In the group dis
cussions, female SSGM workers stated that they had to do a range of 
demanding activities including crushing, washing, panning, and trans
porting gold-bearing ore and waste rubble (see Figs. 2 and 3). Women 
comprise approximately 45 percent of SSGM workers, but are at higher 
risk of mercury poisoning because they tend to be engaged in the gold 
processing and washing stages, where exposure is high (Weldegiorgis, 
2018). The activities they undertake also expose them to risks of 
musculoskeletal injury, respiratory problems from dust inhalation, 
waterborne diseases, accidents due to heavy loads, and other issues from 
unsafe working conditions.

Health impacts also arise from the environmental degradation 
caused by SSGM, including from pollution, forest clearing, and the 
limited land rehabilitation that typically follows gold mining (Aryee 
et al., 2003; Hilson and Maconachie, 2020; Haroon and Hayyat, 2025). 
When SSGM workers move on to new sites, these problems are usually 

left behind for the local community to deal with (reported during in
terviews and group discussions). SSGM workers experience many health 
hazards, including injuries from accidents, silicosis, and mercury 
poisoning (Phillips et al., 2001; Mwaipopo et al., 2004; Serwajja and 
Mukwaya, 2021).

Gold mining tends to attract risk takers, who generally enter without 
having any formal training or technical mining skills but are typically 
willing to embrace uncertainty and high levels of danger in pursuit of 
potentially quick financial gains (ILO, 1999; Bryceson and Jønsson, 
2009). An SSGM worker’s first mine site is their training platform where 
they ‘earn as they learn’. SSGM is fairly straightforward at the initial 
panning stage, but as gold availability declines, technical skills are 
essential for finding and retrieving gold. SSGM mining pits can be be
tween 10 and 50 metres in depth, and cave-ins are not uncommon, with 
high potential for injury and death (Mwaipopo et al., 2004; Nyame and 
Grant, 2014).

4.3.5. Gold rush and labour influx
Publicity from a major gold find can cause a ‘gold rush’, which is a 

form of project-induced in-migration or influx (Gerrits, 2024), attracting 
thousands of ASM/SSGM miners to the new goldfield within a few days 
or weeks, turning small villages into burgeoning settlements charac
terized by temporary housing, overcrowding, poor sanitation, and 
limited security (Jønsson and Bryceson, 2009; Kabunga et al., 2023).

Even in locations where gold mining had been operating for some 
years, most group discussions raised the issue of the influx of people 
from other areas seeking work. This influx created tensions between the 
newcomers and the existing SSGM workforce and local communities. 
The expert interviews also revealed that this influx increased demand on 
resources, infrastructure, social services, and led to an increase in crime, 
as was also mentioned in much literature (Jønsson and Bryceson, 2009; 
Eduful et al., 2020; Serwajja and Mukwaya, 2021; Adranyi et al., 2024; 
Gerrits, 2024).

Fig. 2. Involvement of young women in small-scale gold mining. 
Note: The bags weigh between 15 and 40 kgs. They contain gold-bearing ore and are transported by women and youth from the digging site to a small refining plant 
for processing to extract the gold.
Source: lead author, photo taken 16 July 2025, Makokoto Sub County, Kassanda District.
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4.3.6. Gender-based violence and other social issues
Serious social issues reported in the group discussions and interviews 

included alcoholism and prostitution that become especially problem
atic when mining settlements have attracted large transient populations, 
which creates the conditions that enable economic vulnerability and 
exploitation, thus increasing the risks of gender‑based violence, sexually 
transmitted infections, and social instability. It was reported that the 
financial incentives associated with SSGM led to increased school 
dropout rates (Fisher et al., 2023). It also led to transactional sex work 
and to unwanted sex, especially among young women. The group dis
cussions highlighted various human rights issues, including forced la
bour and child labour (as supported ILO, 1999; Mwaipopo et al., 2004; 
Hilson, 2010; van der Ploeg and Vanclay, 2017), and forced evictions by 
authorities and armed state personnel (as supported by Eduful et al., 
2020; Ladewig et al., 2025). Some time after a gold rush has started and 
income levels have increased for some people, there can be a rapid in
crease in spending on consumer goods, alcohol, gambling, and spending 
by men on women, changing normal patterns of household life. This 
often results in increased gender‑based violence, family breakdown, 
health risks (such as alcoholism and sexually transmitted infections), 
indebtedness, and the depletion of savings that might otherwise have 
supported longer‑term wellbeing (Jønsson and Bryceson, 2009; Serwajja 
and Mukwaya, 2021; Baddianaah, 2024).

4.4. Key social challenges and current management strategies

The expert interviews and group discussions revealed that most so
cial risks associated with SSGM arise primarily from poverty, limited 
livelihood options, and the informal nature of the sector. Rural house
holds resort to ASM and SSGM as a survival strategy because they are 
typically in poverty and living in areas with limited employment op
portunities, poor infrastructure and declining agricultural productivity. 
The challenges of rural communities are compounded by weak institu
tional capacity, limited enforcement of mining and environmental laws, 
lack of access to finance and clean technologies, and insufficient 

awareness of occupational health and safety standards (Hilson and 
Potter, 2003; García et al., 2015; Ladewig et al., 2025; McKay, 2025).

In response to all these issues and with support from international 
partners such as UNEP (2008) and planetGOLD Uganda (2024), the 
Ugandan government has developed and implemented various strate
gies, including: a National Action Plan on Mercury; formalization of 
SSGM by licensing small companies and cooperatives; providing 
training programs on various topics, including mercury-free gold 
extraction; and holding awareness-raising campaigns about gender is
sues and child protection (Hilson, 2010; planetGOLD Uganda, 2024). 
Despite these initiatives and policies, there are many shortcomings in 
mining governance. Specifically, local communities and their leaders are 
not adequately engaged in decision making, monitoring, or benefit 
sharing negotiations. It was reported by the expert interviewees that this 
lack of involvement has led to weak accountability, reduced trust, and to 
the limited effectiveness of many initiatives. This highlights the need for 
stronger institutional coordination and the development of sustainable 
livelihood alternatives to reduce the sector’s social risks (RGI, 2024; 
Perks, 2025).

5. Conclusion and recommendations

Our research has established that local communities in areas with 
small-scale gold mining experience many negative social and environ
mental impacts from SSGM, and are inadequately compensated for loss 
of land or for the impacts they experience. Together with inadequate 
community engagement and the limited involvement of local people in 
decision-making, the effectiveness and sustainability of SSGM initiatives 
is undermined. This fuels discontent, with concerns quickly becoming 
conflicts (Hanna et al., 2016; Vanclay and Hanna, 2019; Kahangirwe 
and Vanclay, 2024).

Physical and economic displacement, and disruptions to traditional 
livelihoods, erode the economic and social wellbeing of local people 
(Smyth and Vanclay, 2017; Vanclay, 2017). The influx of transient la
bour generated by ASM and SSGM increases the risks of various health 

Fig. 3. Women involved in processing gold near the Kijuna-Kitumbi-Kitwala wetlands.
Source: lead author, photo taken 18 July 2025, Kitumbi Sub County, Kassanda District.
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hazards (especially communicable diseases, mercury poisoning, respi
ratory problems, and water-borne diseases), which affects the wellbeing, 
health, safety and security of local communities (Aryee et al., 2003; 
Hilson and Potter, 2003; Serwajja and Mukwaya, 2021). These impacts 
exacerbate gender‑based violence (Arthur-Holmes et al., 2025).

Reduced access to the natural resources on which local people 
depend for their livelihoods – such as clean water, land for agriculture, 
and access to forest products – intensifies competition amongst local 
community members (and with newcomers), creating bitterness and 
conflict (Cuba et al., 2014, Gerrits, 2024). Also, cultural norms and 
traditional cultural practices are affected (either no longer practiced, or 
the locations where they were done have been lost), leading to social 
instability and erosion of communal identity (Ogwang and Vanclay, 
2021; Kahangirwe et al., 2025; Kowszyk et al., 2025). Changes associ
ated with labour influx include increased gambling, alcoholism, sub
stance abuse, crime and prostitution, which lead to much discord in the 
community. Addressing these adverse social risks requires fair 
compensation, inclusive governance, practical health initiatives, and 
gender sensitive interventions. In order to minimize harm to local 
communities, below we propose various governance strategies that 
should be adopted to improve SSGM.

5.1. Suggestions for government institutions

Based on our findings, we suggest that government institutions 
should strengthen their policy and regulatory frameworks by: formal
izing the artisanal and small-scale mining sector through more consis
tent policies, transparent licensing procedures, and ensuring compliance 
with effective environmental and social regulations; harmonizing na
tional and local regulations; strengthening ethical behaviour by officials 
that aligns with formal regulations and policies; and integrating gender 
sensitive, human rights-based approaches in decision-making relating to 
SSGM. They should ensure transparent and adequate allocation of re
sources, and make appropriate decisions about land use allocation in a 
participatory planning process that respects customary rights and em
beds accountability, especially in relation to the allocation of mining 
concessions and land access for infrastructure. They should invest in 
capacity building and training their staff in the areas of responsible 
oversight and social impact management, and create inter-agency co
ordination mechanisms so that SSGM activities can be managed more 
effectively.

5.2. Suggestions for private sector actors

In order to build trust and obtain a social licence to operate, on basis 
of our research we recommend that private sector actors, especially 
project developers, should engage early with affected communities, 
traditional leaders, and local governments, and continue to engage with 
them throughout the project development process. They should estab
lish a transparent grievance redress mechanism. To identify the poten
tial social and environmental risks, they should conduct thorough ESIAs, 
and use this understanding to design appropriate mitigation measures, 
including by implementing alternative livelihood strategies, providing 
local employment opportunities, and support for micro enterprises. To 
foster local economic, social and community development, private ac
tors should prioritize local procurement, invest in vocational training 
and safety education for artisanal miners, and promote value adding 
through initiatives like local gold processing.

5.3. Suggestions for local stakeholders

Our findings indicate that it is important for local authorities and 
communities to actively participate in project planning, execution, 
monitoring, and benefit sharing through formal agreements, such as 
Memorandums of Understanding that cover issues such as access to land, 
compensation, social investment and benefit sharing, and plans for 

sustainable livelihood creation. Local authorities should support savings 
and credit schemes to strengthen the financial resilience of local com
munities, promote livelihood diversification, and foster social cohesion 
within local communities. They should ensure that grievance redress 
mechanisms are established, and facilitate awareness creation cam
paigns about various social issues, including gender-based violence, 
child labour and children’s rights, and equitable resource sharing.

5.4. Suggestions for development partners and civil society organisations

These stakeholders should promote transparency and follow-up 
through independent monitoring (Morrison‑Saunders and Arts, 2004, 
2024), and advocate for responsible sourcing standards, while sup
porting capacity development, especially in relation to training about 
occupational health and safety, mercury free technologies, and financial 
literacy. They should facilitate partnerships for improved social service 
delivery, pilot social enterprise models to reinvest SSGM profits into 
community development, and conduct research on the socio-economic 
dynamics of SSGM to inform evidence-based policy reforms.

5.5. Cross-cutting priorities

Our research stresses the importance of gender equity and social 
inclusion being prioritised, and the need to design targeted programs for 
youth and marginalized groups, as well as to enhance transparency by 
having open data platforms, independent audits, and multi-stakeholder 
oversight. SSGM infrastructure projects should implement robust envi
ronmental and social management plans to avoid and/or mitigate cu
mulative impacts.

We found that the majority of SSGM companies in operation at our 
fieldwork site did not have formal approval, and had not conducted 
ESIAs, despite legal requirements mandating this (Uganda, 2019, 2020). 
Integrating mitigation and management strategies throughout the 
project cycle is essential for reducing socio-economic risks. A partici
patory, transparent and adaptive approach to risk management not only 
minimizes harm but also facilitates poverty alleviation, inclusive local 
development, and long-term sustainability.

Although the Government of Uganda has recently introduced new 
legislation, this alone will not be adequate. Without a boost in regulatory 
enforcement and institutional capacity, the further development of gold 
mining and refining could inadvertently create openings for unlawful 
and/or undesirable actors. The dominance of the extractive sector in 
Uganda creates risks that there will be limited investment in other in
dustries, which hampers economic diversification and resilience. This is 
compounded by the high level of corruption, with Uganda currently 
ranked 144 out of 188 countries on Transparency International’s (2024)
Corruption Perceptions Index. SSGM-dependent communities are also 
vulnerable to social risks arising from gold price fluctuations. When 
prices are booming, there is job creation and rapid in-migration, but 
when prices crash, the consequences include job losses, income insta
bility, and social unrest. Boom-bust cycles undermine sustainability and 
long-term planning, deepen inequality, and erode social cohesion. All 
this points to the need for effective governance and adequate manage
ment of the social and environmental issues associated with artisanal 
and small-scale mining.
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Buss, D., Rutherford, B., Stewart, J., Côté, G., Sebina-Zziwa, A., Kibombo, R., Hinton, J., 
Lebert, J., 2019. Gender and artisanal and small-scale mining: implications for 
formalization. Extr. Ind. Soc. 6 (4), 1101–1112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
exis.2019.10.010.

Cuba, N., Bebbington, A., Rogan, J., Millones, M., 2014. Extractive industries, livelihoods 
and natural resource competition: mapping overlapping claims in Peru and Ghana. 
Appl. Geogr. 54, 250–261. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2014.05.003.

Desert Park Miners (2025a). Environmental and social impact assessment for the proposed 
gold exploration project to be located in Nyaburungi Village, Mugarama Parish, 
Mugarama Sub-County, Kibaale District (Exploration License Number: EL00362). 
Kampala: Desert Park Miners Limited, August 2025. Unpublished ESIA report.

Desert Park Miners (2025b). Environmental and social impact assessment for the proposed 
gold exploration project to be located in Kigomba Village, Kiryangobe Parish, Kasambya 
Sub-County, Bugangaizi South County, Kakumiro District (Exploration License Number: 
EL00360). Kampala: Desert Park Miners Limited. Unpublished ESIA report.

Donkor, P., Siabi, E., Mensah, S., Frimpong, K., Vuu, C., Nyantakyi, E., Siabi, E., Boachie- 
Ameyaw, A., 2025. Informal artisanal and small-scale mining in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
policy evolution, sector formalization, and future trajectories. Resour. Policy 109, 
105698. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2025.105698.

Eduful, M., Alsharif, K., Eduful, A., Acheampong, M., Eduful, J., Mazumder, L., 2020. The 
illegal artisanal and small-scale mining (galamsey) ‘menace’ in Ghana: is military- 
style approach the answer? Resour. Policy 68, 101732. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
resourpol.2020.101732.
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