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A B S T R A C T   

In this paper, we build on the diverse discussions on the nexus between artisanal and small-scale mining and agriculture to examine emerging relationships between 
mining operators, smallholder cocoa farmers, and landowners in rural cocoa-growing communities. Empirically, we draw on fresh insights from in-depth interviews 
with loosely coupled chain actors in Ghana’s cocoa and mining sectors, we found what we call ‘coerced to sell’ strategies deployed by miners in the acquisition of 
farmlands for their operations. We go further to shed light on the employment trajectories of the new breed of landless farmers, and the emerging diversification 
strategies of landowners. Implications of our findings for the policy and practice of ASM and farmlands are outlined.   

1. Introduction 

Over the past decades, artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) ac-
tivities – a low-tech, labour-intensive form of extraction and processing 
of mineral ores such as gold - have become an important source of 
employment for many inhabitants in most mining communities across 
the globe (Arthur-Holmes and Abrefa Busia, 2022; Banchirigah, 2008; 
Hilson and Garforth, 2013; Ofosu et al., 2020; Ofosu and Sarpong, 
2022). Although some emerging studies have sought to question, and 
rightly so, the sustainability potential of ASM considering the environ-
mental issues involved (Clifford, 2022), the sector is known to provide 
employment opportunities for most miners, including the unemployed 
educated youth (Arthur-Holmes et al., 2022). The sector also provides 
employment opportunities for livelihoods dependent on the ancillaries 
of the sector, including traders, transport operators, gold buyers, 
equipment suppliers etc. (Arthur-Holmes and Abrefa Busia, 2021; Hilson 
and Banchirigah, 2009). 

Underpinning these livelihood and employment opportunities in 
relation to ASM, however, is the issue of access to mineralised lands, 
land rights, and land tenure arrangements (Mensah, 2021). In Ghana, 
state lands constitute about 20–30% of all lands, with other forms of 
land ownership including customary/stool lands and private land 
ownership constituting about 70–80% (Campion and Acheampong, 
2014; Larbi et al., 2004). This implies that, spatially, most mineralised 
lands, which form the predominant resource for both ASM and 
large-scale mining operations, fall largely within lands under customary 

or private ownership (Aubynn, 2009; Nyame and Blocher, 2010). In the 
Ghanaian minerals and mining setting, however, despite the existence of 
customary and other forms of land ownership, and the many institutions 
involved in the management of mineral resources, the state is the ulti-
mate owner of mineral endowments and the authoriser of mineral rights 
(Boafo et al., 2019; Nyame and Blocher, 2010). 

In the ‘authorisation’ transactions, there appears to be very little 
input from landowners in the appropriation of mineralised lands; 
traditional authority and customary land tenure practices are virtually 
ignored in land allocation strategies (Boafo et al., 2019; Hirons, 2014; 
Nyame and Blocher, 2010). The consequence of the neglect of the 
important stakeholders and customary land tenure practices in the land 
allocations systems has been the proliferation of parallel systems—the 
formal state system, and the customary land tenure system (Mensah, 
2021; Nyame and Blocher, 2010; Larbi et al., 2004) with the latter 
remaining the easiest and most familiar system of land tenure for many 
miners and landowners (Boafo et al., 2019; Mensah, 2021; Nyame and 
Blocher, 2010). In this vein, Van Bockstael (2019), for example, pro-
vided evidence from Cote d’Ivoire to highlight the beneficial side of such 
land tenure arrangements. 

In cases elsewhere, it has been revealed that although many mining 
governance officials rhetorically seem to resent such ‘informal’ land 
arrangements, in reality, they (officials) have become the actual bene-
ficiaries of the arrangements (Crawford and Botchwey, 2017) bringing 
into focus the need for proper decentralisation mechanisms (Hirons, 
2014) and the proper management of cooperation between the state and 
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customary landowners as a precondition for the formalisation of ASM 
operations (De Jong and Sauerwein, 2021). 

Subsistence agricultural production of food and cash crops, at least in 
the case of Ghana, dominate land use activity in most mineral-rich lands 
(Knudsen and Fold, 2011). Communal landowners, chiefs, and private 
land owners usually lease out portions of land for tenure to farmers on 
various terms ranging from months to years (Knudsen and Fold, 2011; 
Otsuka et al., 2003). Within these arrangements, the farm produce is 
usually shared on an abunu or abusa basis.1 However, in recent times, 
agriculture has been known to have become an unviable livelihood 
option - what is referred to as ‘agricultural poverty’ (Bryceson, 1996, 
2002; Hilson and Garforth, 2012, 2013); this is due, in part, to structural 
adjustment programmes that sought to abolish basic subsidies and 
reduce credit and extension services for agricultural purposes (Ban-
chirigah, 2006; Campbell and Clapp, 1995; Hilson and Potter, 2005). In 
the case of Cote d’Ivoire, for example, Odijie (2016) attributed the 
decline in cocoa production – mimicking ‘agricultural poverty’ – to the 
depletion of the forestlands that stimulate cocoa production. The decline 
in agricultural production and the revenues accruing from same, 
coupled with rising poverty, the high cost of living, and rising inflation 
in the Ghanaian context, lead landowners either to engage in ASM ac-
tivities or to sell their lands to operators of illegal/informal2 small-scale 
mining - popularly referred to as galamsey in Ghana (Myjoyonline.com, 
2017; Nyame and Blocher, 2010). 

Although these galamsey operations have downsides, especially in 
relation to the physical environment (Ofosu et al., 2020; Macháček, 
2019), the operations continue to serve as an engine of especially 
low-skill employment not only in Ghana (Banchirigah, 2008) but also in 
other mineral-rich countries such as Mali (Teschner, 2014), Malawi 
(Kamlongera, 2011), and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Gee-
nen, 2012) etc. Revenues from the ASM se ctor have provided ‘start up’ 
capital for the establishment of other small-scale enterprises, financed 
education, and paid medical costs for many miners especially women 
(Maconachie, 2011, pp. 1064–1066). Funds from ASM ha ve also facil-
itated smallholder agricultural activities. Indeed, in the ASM-agriculture 
complementarities cycle, there is an abundance of evidence showing a 
positive relationship between the two sectors (Fisher et al., 2019; Hilson 
and Garforth, 2012, 2013; Kamlongera, 2011; Maconachie and Binns, 
2007; Mkodzongi and Spiegel, 2019; Ofosu et al., 2020; Okoh and Hil-
son, 2011; Persaud et al., 2017). 

As indicated earlier, ASM operations can be destructive. The prolif-
eration of the illegal land trading arrangements, and the consequential 
proliferation of illegal mining activities have been known to have 
negative consequences for the environment (Macháček et al., 2022; 
Ofosu et al., 2020) and for the production of major cash crops such as 
cocoa (Boateng et al., 2014; Snapir et al., 2017). Equally of concern, 
recent studies are beginning to portend a bleak future for agricultural 
production in general and cocoa production in particular due, largely, to 
climate change mechanisms (Ehiakpor et al., 2016; Hashmiu et al., 
2022b; Savo et al., 2016). According to the findings by Hashmiu et al. 
(2022b), based on data gathered through household surveys and key 
informant interviews with over 408 household heads and 32 key in-
formants in some farming communities in Ghana, cocoa production may 
not be the long-term crop choice for many farmers. According to the 
study, while market security has generally created a strong incentive for 

cocoa farming, some farmers continue to exhibit risk aversion by 
avoiding or abandoning cocoa farming (Hashmiu et al., 2022b). The 
decision to farm cocoa is negatively predicted by perceptions of drought 
and the lack of money as the most severe risk factors of cocoa farming, 
and the lack of land ownership and social networking with cocoa 
farmers. Thus, currently, although the renewed interest in cocoa farming 
can be sustained, especially considering market uncertainties for alter-
native crops, this may not be the case in the long term. More households 
are likely to avoid or abandon cocoa farming if climate and food security 
risks should worsen as projected, and more so if the market for other 
food and cash crops is stabilised (Hashmiu et al., 2022b). In conjunction 
with risk factors such as climate change already posing significant 
challenges to cocoa production (Denkyirah et al., 2017; Ehiakpor et al., 
2016), the expansion of the illegal mining frontier may further engender 
negative consequences for livelihoods dependent on the long-cherished 
cocoa sector. 

Although studies have shown that ASM formalisation could be the 
panacea for curbing the environmental excesses of ASM operations and 
their consequential negative impact on agricultural production, the 
formalisation process has largely been poorly planned and uncoordi-
nated (Byemba, 2020; Klein, 2022; Maconachie and Conteh, 2021; 
Spiegel, 2015; Weng and Margules, 2022). According to scholars, it has 
become almost impossible for individuals to secure the necessary 
paperwork and licences to participate in ASM because calls to simplify 
the licensing scheme for small-scale mining and to remove the burden-
some costs linked to registration, which are seen as the main reasons 
why most individuals choose to operate illegally, have been ignored 
(Hilson et al., 2018, 2022; Hilson and Maconachie, 2020; Siwale and 
Siwale, 2017). In addition, government policy, over the years, has also 
prioritised the development of large-scale mining companies by 
providing an enabling environment, such as tax incentives, to attract 
foreign investment (Hilson, 2017, 2019; Sauerwein, 2020). This has also 
meant the release of vast concessions to large-scale mining companies, 
thereby denying local people access to mineral-rich areas suitable for 
small-scale mining. Displaced farmers and ASM operators have very 
limited options in the formal economy, and as a result, a majority are 
turning to illegal ASM or selling their lands to ASM operators (Hilson, 
2017, 2019). 

Studies have examined the ASM-agriculture nexus and its socio- 
economic implications for livelihoods especially in the rural mineral- 
rich economies (Hilson and Garforth, 2012; Ofosu et al., 2020; Okoh 
and Hilson, 2011). In doing so, these studies have mainly examined the 
nexus either in a markedly positive light (Hilson and Garforth, 2012; 
Mkodzongi and Spiegel, 2019) or a highly negative one (Boadi et al., 
2016; Kitula, 2006). Hence, other dominant and emerging issues, such 
as, for example, the land purchasing strategies of miners and land-
owners, have largely remained as marginalia in the literature. In this 
sense, our study seeks to contribute to the empirical developments in the 
ASM-agriculture nexus. Seeking to (re)examine recent developments in 
this arena in relation to cocoa production, our findings particularly 
reveal that mining operators employ new ‘coerced to sell’ strategies in 
seeking to acquire lands from landowners. In addition, our findings 
suggest that landless miners get trapped in the ‘riskier’ ASM economy, 
while landowners diversify into non-agriculture incomes with adverse 
effects on the production of food. 

The rest of the study is structured as follows. Following the intro-
ductory section, we present a detailed review of the dynamics between 
cocoa production and ASM especially in the Ghanaian context. After 
this, the methodology section underpinning the validity of our findings 
is highlighted. Next, the penultimate section presents our findings, while 
the final section offers discussion of the findings and a conclusion. 

1.1. Cocoa production, and the galamsey 

Ghana is the second largest producer (after Cote d’Ivoire) of cocoa in 
the world (Bymolt et al., 2018). According to reports, when the 

1 Abunu and abusa are the two major types of share-cropping contract in 
Ghana. Under abunu, the landowner and labourer divide returns equally be-
tween them. Under abusa, they split returns into thirds, with the labourer often 
getting two thirds and the landowner getting one (This may be more common 
where the labourer has had to clear and prepare land before farming it, for 
example (Nyame and Blocher, 2010).  

2 In this study, we use illegal/informal to refer to artisanal and small-scale 
miners who do not possess the requisite licence from government/official reg-
ulatory agencies. 
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Americas was replaced by West Africa as the leading cocoa-producing 
region in the 1920s, Ghana was the world’s largest producer of cocoa 
(COCOBOD, 2022). Ghana’s importance as a leading producer eventu-
ally peaked in the early 1930s, when it accounted for about 40 per cent 
of global production (Fold, 2002; Knudsen, 2007). Over the years, cocoa 
has been one of the country’s most important sectors for employment 
generation and foreign exchange earnings, coming second after mineral 
exports (Abbadi et al., 2019; Danso-Abbeam et al., 2020). It is estimated 
that cocoa generates about US$2.2 billion annually in foreign earnings 
to Ghana (Cocobod News, 2021, p.13). In 2017, for example, the esti-
mates suggest that the country received about US$ 2.71 billion from the 
export of cocoa (Abbadi et al., 2019, p.4). 

Although cocoa production is predominantly a small-scale activity 
with the average farm size being between 2 and 4 ha, the importance of 
cocoa to the improvement in livelihoods has been well established (Hill, 
1961; Knudsen, 2007; Roldan et al., 2013; Danso-Abbeam et al., 2020). 
The sector not only provides avenues of employment for smallholder 
farmers and temporary wage labourers in rural communities but also 
provides a means of sustenance for most people in urban areas, which 
function as locations for storage and transportation hubs (Knudsen, 
2007). The contribution of cocoa production to household crop income 
and food security has also been extensively examined elsewhere (Graefe 
et al., 2017; Hashmiu et al., 2022a). Some estimates suggest that over 6 
million Ghanaians depend (in)directly on the sector for their livelihoods 
(Gockowski et al., 2011). 

Across Ghana, the production of cocoa usually takes place in the 
forest areas including the regions of Ashanti and Brong (Bono), and the 
Western, Central, and Eastern regions (Bymolt et al., 2018). Coinci-
dentally, however, these are the major areas where the rich gold-bearing 
rocks (minerals), suitable for both small- and large-scale mining activ-
ities, are located (Hilson, 2002). Thus, ASM activities and cocoa pro-
duction usually share and/or compete for the same factor inputs, such as 
land and labour, in these areas (Boateng et al., 2014). 

Despite the competition for resources, ASM, in some instances, has 
been considered to be a ‘friend’ of agricultural (cocoa) production. 
Funds from ASM have been known to facilitate smallholder agricultural 
activities including cocoa production (Hilson, 2011; Hilson and Gar-
forth, 2012, 2013). A strand of literature casts the spotlight on the 
mining-farming complementarities that are shaping rural labour tra-
jectories (Chigumira, 2018; Goetz, 2022; Pijpers, 2014; Teschner, 2014). 
The literature generally argues that agriculture has become an unviable 
livelihood option particularly due to interrelated processes of structural 
adjustment and de-agrarianisation and that for many people, especially 
in Africa, ASM has become an important element of their livelihood 
portfolios (Banchirigah, 2008; Fisher et al., 2019; Kamlongera, 2011; 
Persaud et al., 2017). 

In practice, the working of small-scale mines and agricultural ac-
tivities are seasonal in nature. ASM activities are usually undertaken in 
the dry season, while agricultural activities usually occur in the rainy 
season (Hilson and Van Bockstael, 2011; Ofosu et al., 2020). The reality, 
therefore, is that ASM activities can provide additional employment 
opportunities for agro-based labourers, including cocoa farmers, during 
their idle season (Chigumira, 2018; Ofosu et al., 2020). This phenome-
non helps to curtail rural-urban migration. 

Despite the complementarities/friendship between ASM and agri-
cultural production, the environmental degradation mechanisms asso-
ciated with ASM can make it a ‘foe’ of agriculture activities (Arthur 
et al., 2016; Ofosu et al., 2020). The negative land legacy of mining – 
abandoned pits, degraded lands – can render land unfit for agricultural 
purposes (Kitula, 2006). In the Geita mining district in Tanzania, for 
example, Kitula (2006) found numerous abandoned mine sites and pits 
in the farming-mining communities, with the negative effect on agri-
culture and livelihoods being that these mine pits not only make land 
unsuitable for agricultural activities following closure but also adversely 
affect livestock production (Kitula, 2006). Mantey et al. (2016) provided 
similar evidence from the Western Region of Ghana – a hotspot for ASM 

and agricultural activities. This negative legacy of mining and the ex-
istence of a strong competition between rural farmers and small-scale 
miners over access to land, labour, and water has always negatively 
affected agricultural production, the more sustainable of the two in-
dustries. For example, the depletable and non-renewable nature of 
minerals makes ASM a short-term activity (Clifford, 2022; Ofosu et al., 
2020). However, although cocoa trees may take some time (about 3–4 
years) before bearing fruit, they have been known to produce fruits for 
about 30–50 years, thus making cocoa production a more reliable in-
vestment (Eberhard et al., 2022). 

Following on from the above discussions, Ofosu et al. (2020) argued 
that the ‘good’ ASM-agriculture relationship should be interpreted with 
some caution. Their argument takes the following form: ASM booms 
trigger major population influxes (Bryceson and Jønsson, 2010; Okoh 
and Hilson, 2011) with negative consequences especially for the phys-
ical environment. Thus, farmer-miners who respond favourably to the 
‘good’ relationship between ASM and agriculture may be those who do 
not live and have their farmlands in and around mining sites. This is a 
group referred to as ‘lucky migrants’. They may even not have come 
from mineral-rich areas. Thus, it is convenient for them to travel to 
distant mining sites to engage in the activity (especially during the dry 
season) and go back to find their farms intact (during the wet season). 
With studies showing the high informality rate and the consequent 
environmental degradation associated with ASM, those who reside in 
the mining communities (‘unlucky locals’) who mostly suffer from farm 
invasions, and the wanton destruction of cocoa farms, for example, may 
view the complementarities differently. Thus, according to Ofosu et al. 
(2020), the ASM-agriculture complementarities may therefore be only 
partly true for non-mineral-rich areas where smallholder farmers do not 
have to deal with competing ASM interests. 

As indicated earlier, studies have examined the negative environ-
mental impacts of ASM on cocoa production (Boadi et al., 2016; Boateng 
et al., 2014; Eberhard et al., 2022), and the illegal land transactions that 
propagate ASM to the detriment of cocoa production (Boateng et al., 
2014; Nyame and Blocher, 2010). In examining these transactions, 
however, the stories and the livelihood impact on the landless farmers 
who, though often caught in the middle of the land-trading transactions, 
have received very little attention. In addition, the newly emerging 
strategies of illegal ASM operators in terms of land acquisition, the 
diversification strategies, and the consequences thereof for miners and 
landowners after land-purchasing agreements, have not been thor-
oughly examined. Following the presentation of our methodology sec-
tion, our study shines the spotlight on these issues. 

1.2. Empirical research context 

We developed our contribution in the context of the Ghana cocoa 
industry. Empirically, we chose Ghana’s cocoa sector, given that the 
country is positioned as the world’s second largest cocoa producer 
(Cocobod News, 2021), contributing approximately 800,000–1,000,000 
tonnes of certified and conventional cocoa annually (Ghana Cocoa 
Board, 2019). Despite numerous attempts by the industry players to 
diversify Ghana’s economy after the discovery of oil in recent years, the 
cocoa sector remains a pillar in the Ghanaian economy (Ghana Cocoa 
Board, 2019; Roldan et al., 2013). 

The Eastern region, being the first ‘cocoa frontier’ (Bymolt et al., 
2018, p.43), is still one of Ghana’s cocoa ‘breadbaskets’. The selected 
districts for this study were Atiwa, Atiwa West, and East Akim,3 which 
produce large amounts of cocoa in the Eastern region of Ghana. The 
Atiwa district is in the north-western part of the region. It shares a 
boundary with the Kwahu West municipality to the north, East Akim 
municipality to the south, Birim Central municipality district to the 
west, and Fanteakwa District to the east and south-west. The inhabitants 

3 http://ghanadistricts.gov.gh/Home/District/235. 
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are predominantly farmers cultivating cocoa, oil palm, plantain, cas-
sava, yams, and various vegetables, but cocoa and oil palm are the main 
cash crops. These districts have long been known for their involvement 
in agricultural activities, an activity that traditionally has engaged 80% 
of the population. In recent years, however, the dynamics of these dis-
tricts—and the wider Eastern region, for that matter—have changed. 
Due to the region’s endowments in gold, mining activities have become 
more pronounced, particularly in the West and East Akim Municipal 
areas and Atiwa district (Ghana districts, 2021). Thus, in the last two 
decades, the districts have seen an upsurge of artisanal and small-scale 
gold mining activities. Mining companies such as Bygus Mining Com-
pany, Bello Mining Company, Begudum Mining Company, Xtra Gold 
Resources Corporation, and MOS Mining Company have all emerged 
and are well identified as operating in the districts (Ghana districts, 
2021). 

2. Methods 

Data for the study were collected over a six-month period, with semi- 
structured interviews utilized as the main data collection method. In 
each district, we interviewed some cocoa farmers who had sold their 
farmlands to artisanal miners, as well as interviewing landowners and 
artisanal miners. Some of the cocoa farmers interviewed were natives of 
the communities, and others had come from other regions (Northern, 
Upper West/East), settled in the Eastern region, and started engaging in 
cocoa farming through the abunu and abusa (crop sharing) system. 
Almost all landowners interviewed hailed from the community. How-
ever, all artisanal miners interviewed for this study were not natives of 
the communities. They were small-scale mining operators who were 
operating in the region. They buy cocoa farmlands and concessions from 
the landowners for mining activities. None of the cocoa farmers were 
below the age of 18, about 20% were within the age range of 30–35 
years, while 80% of the cocoa farmers, landowners, and artisanal miners 
were in the age range of 35 years and above. Drawing on the de-
mographic structure of the study area, it was revealed from the data that 
older people generally stay in the rural communities and the youth 
travel to the cities in search of greener pastures. This explains why 80% 
of the cocoa farmers and landowners were 35 years old or more. 

A total of 39 interviews were conducted with cocoa farmers (20), 
landowners (10), artisanal miners (5), and officers of the Ghana Cocoa 
Board (4). In the semi-structured interviews, only 5 interviewees were 
females; they belonged to the cocoa farmers and landowners’ groups. 
The artisanal miners and the Ghana Cocoa Board officials interviewed 
were all males. The reason for this gender disparity in the data among 
cocoa farmers and landowners is in line with the fact that, generally, 
women comprise only about 25% of those involved in cocoa production 
in Ghana, see for example (Danso-Abbeam et al., 2020). The industry, 
generally, is labour-intensive and is fully dominated by men due to the 
traditional agricultural practices, which most women do not have the 
strength to implement. The few women in cocoa production are also 
elderly, that is, generally aged over 50 years. 

Interviews usually lasted 45–50 min and were digitally recorded and 
transcribed. In addition to the interview data, documentary evidence on 
artisanal mining in rural communities in Ghana, found on social media 
(YouTube),45 and some online publications, which are viewed as a rich 
source of insight ( Adam and Healy, 2000),was added to supplement the 
interview transcriptions. These secondary sources helped to build up a 
solid baseline understanding of the various land trading arrangements 
that exist between landowners, artisanal miners, and smallholder cocoa 
farmers in Ghana. Tables 1 and 2 are summaries of the data collected 
and sources of the additional information retrieved for the inquiry. 

2.1. Data analysis 

Given that our evidence emerged from multiple sources, we adopted 
two main steps in its analysis. The first phase entailed building a story 
from the perspectives of each participant (actor) regarding how cocoa 
farmers acquire the farmlands, crop-sharing agreements, farm sharing 
between the landowners and smallholder cocoa farmers, and trans-
actional agreements between artisanal miners and landowners. After 
developing the narrative from each actor, we began to compare the 
stories between each actor and the linkages between them. During this 
stage, some actors were contacted again to help gain a better under-
standing of the trading arrangements in practice. We used an iterative 
approach to evidence analysis, constantly moving back and forth be-
tween the literature and fieldwork evidence in an attempt to develop a 
better understanding. The narratives from the chain actors—lan-
downers, cocoa farmers, and artisanal miners - and the publicly avail-
able documents helped in developing how the arrangements in land 
acquisition, crop-sharing, land-sharing between landowners and cocoa 
farmers as well as the transactional agreements between landowners and 
artisanal miners emerge in practice. 

3. Research findings 

3.1. The sale of lands: the financial motivation 

In line with some of the findings of, for example, Nyame and Blocher 
(2010), our findings confirm that the allure of an immediate lump sum 
of money persuades some landowners to sell their lands to galamsey 
operators. Confirming the ‘agricultural poverty’ syndrome (Hilson and 
Garforth, 2012), some landowner-farmers complained that the proceeds 
from their farms could barely meet their needs and sustain their liveli-
hoods. An interview with a cocoa farmer, who was also a landowner, 
revealed that the long-term returns from cocoa production, in the face of 
rising inflation and high food prices, were unsustainable. He shared his 
opinion as follows: 

I have worked as a cocoa farmer for over forty years and cannot even 
boast of Ghc (2000) a s my savings. Meanwhile, the price of every-
thing keeps going up. Do you think this is how a man with a family 
should live? Your wife may not even respect you and your children 
will continue to live in penury if God does not intervene. So, when 
some miners decided to buy my farm and offered me Ghc 50,000, I 
took the money with both hands and feet and thanked them. They are 
now working on the land and have even employed one of my sons 
who used to work with me on the farm. I know they will destroy the 

Table 1 
Summary of data collected.  

No. Actors Number of actors interviewed 

1 Cocoa farmers 20 
2 Landowners 10 
3 Artisanal Miners 5 
4 

5 
Ghana Cocoa Board 
Social media (YouTube videos) 

4 
2  

Total 41  

Table 2 
Other data sources and information retrieved.  

No. Data Source Information retrieved 

1 
2 

Social Media 
(YouTube) 
Archival document 
(Ghana web) 

Documentaries of cocoa farmland sales, land 
negotiations between artisanal miners and 
landowners/cocoa farmers. 
Publications on artisanal miners taking over cocoa 
farmlands, COCOBOD reports on low cocoa 
production due to artisanal mining.  

4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I0k3zzkFhG4.  
5 https://youtu.be/UrpCbJBUp40. 
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land, but I don’t care much. The land was not giving me anything 
substantial anyways. 

Another landowner, who had sold his land and had become a sort of 
‘middle’ man between galamsey operators and landowners, explained it 
this way: 

I live with my wife and four children. Our main source of income was 
from this cocoa farm I inherited from my uncle. Although the price of 
a bag of cocoa was stable, the money I got kept depreciating because 
the price of everything kept going up. So, I found some miners and 
sold the land to them, and they gave me good money. Now I have an 
arrangement with the miners and scout for people who are willing to 
sell their lands to galamsey operators. I then get a share of the money 
from the transactions. 

However, although some landowners were willing to sell their lands 
to the miners, we also found instances where landowners were forced 
to sell their lands. The following paragraphs attest to these facts. 

3.2. The ‘coerced to sell’ phenomenon 

As indicated above, the financial enticement had encouraged many 
miners to willingly sell their lands. However, we found evidence to 
indicate that not all the landowners were willing to sell the lands in the 
first instance. Nonetheless, proximity to sold lands and the negative 
effects of ASM – the ‘unlucky locals’ phenomenon (Ofosu et al., 2020) - 
had coerced the farmers to sell their lands. An ASM operator explained 
their strategy in the following words: 

We don’t just go to the farm and start degrading the lands in the 
search for gold. Any community we have visited, we first contact the 
chief of the community before we even contact the farmer or the 
landowner after inspection. The chief receives their portion of the 
financial transactions before we go into negotiation with the farmer 
and pay for the land. All transactions are agreed on before we start 
work on the farmland. Sometimes, farmers who are not in agreement 
we try to persuade them by paying huge sums of money for the land. 
Those ‘recalcitrant’ farmers and landowners who refuse to sell the 
farmlands, we set water pathways into their farms just to destroy the 
cocoa farm, so they can sell the farmland to us. 

A farmer-landowner explained the situation in this way: 

I did not want to sell my land because, personally, I despise galamsey. 
I have been to nearby towns and the destructive effects of galamsey 
have always been appalling. However, all the farms bordering my 
farm had been sold to galamsey operators. I went to my farm and 
discovered that the farm had been flooded by the water (tailings) 
from the galamsey sites. I then had no option but to sell the land to the 
miners. 

Another farmer conveyed his experience as follows: 

I observed that the activities of the illegal miners nearby had nega-
tive effects on my cocoa farm. The farm got flooded regularly by the 
tailings from the mining sites. I believe they use some chemicals in 
the mining operations. The leaves of the cocoa plants were getting 
yellowish, and the crops were wilting. When I confronted one of the 
managers of a neighbouring mine, he told me that they had acquired 
the land ‘legally’ from the landowner and therefore had the right to 
mine. Thus, if I felt aggrieved, that was my problem, not theirs. Af-
terwards, the mine manager contacted one of my uncles and asked 
him to talk to me so that I could sell the land to them. I contemplated 
and came to the realisation that I could lose my farm and land 
without compensation. I therefore sold the land to them. 

Highlighting the scale of the problem and the mitigation mechanisms 
currently being deployed by the Ghana Cocoa Board, an official had this 
to say: 

The cocoa sector has lost over 19,000 ha of cocoa farmlands to gal-
amsey operations. Now some cocoa farmers even carry water from 
their homes to irrigate their farms due to how highly polluted our 
water bodies have become due to galamsey activities. We have star-
ted capacity building training through our extension officers and the 
cooperatives to ensure our farmers understand the consequences of 
the present activities. We have also introduced the village savings 
and loans scheme, which provides soft loans to support farmers. All 
these initiatives are to ensure they have financial freedom and desist 
from selling their cocoa farmlands to artisanal miners and continue 
to produce quality, certified, and sustainable cocoa for Ghana. 

Our observations and interviews further revealed that these ‘coerced 
to sell’ strategies deployed by the miners had been occasioned, largely, 
by the use of heavy equipment in the mining operations. Most of the 
miners used equipment like tractors and bulldozers. The use of such 
equipment had made the mining operations highly immobile. Thus, 
unlike the farm invasion strategies, where the use of simple equipment 
made miners very mobile, the current deployment of heavy equipment 
had engendered a situation where the mining operators could easily be 
located and identified. The miners, therefore, not wanting to incur the 
wrath of the farmers and landowners, have resorted to ways by which 
they can either persuade or coerce landowners to sell their lands. 

3.3. Caught in the middle: the plight of landless farmers 

Ghanaian cocoa production is based on smallholder farmers; it 
mainly involves family labour but is also dependent on other migrant 
labour for the clearing of land, farm maintenance and harvest (Knudsen 
and Fold, 2011; Knudsen, 2007). The migrants and some other local 
farmers, being landless, mostly negotiate with the landowners for access 
to land. As indicated earlier, the farm produce is usually shared on an 
abunu or abusa basis. However, the agricultural poverty syndrome 
leading to the sale of lands has rendered most of these farmers vulner-
able. In this sense, most farmers seek opportunities in the ASM sector. 
However, we found that as bad as the agricultural poverty could be, and 
as exciting as the farming-mining complementarities could be (Hilson 
and Garforth, 2012; Okoh and Hilson, 2011), once there is landlessness, 
the precarious nature of ASM does not seem to lead only to improve-
ments to the livelihood of farmers. The experiences of some former 
famers, reinforcing the point made by Knudsen (2007) that migrants 
without access to land are more vulnerable in the rural farm sector, can 
be found in the sentences below: 

There was no legal agreement between the landowner and myself 
twenty-two years ago when he gave the land to me. The landowner 
works for a government institution somewhere in the Central region 
and it was his younger brother in Accra who took charge of the land. 
All crop sharing was done by me. But last year, the landowner ‘s 
brother came here and went round the farm just to inform me that 
they had a good offer and wanted to sell the land to an artisanal 
miner. The land was eventually sold and I was rendered landless. I 
had to survive however. So I sought employment at one of the mining 
sites. The work is laborious and ‘dirty’ and to tell you the truth, I 
would prefer working on my farm. 

Another landless farmer-miner gave the following statement: 

To be honest, cocoa farming is what brought me to settle in this 
community over five years ago. I have worked on several farms, but I 
don’t own the lands. When my landlord decided to sell the land to the 
miners, we divided the harvested cocoa beans by three. The landlord 
took two, and I took one. I then decided to engage in this galamsey 
just to sustain myself and my nuclear family. But the work and the 
income that comes with it is no better than my farming work. 

Another former farmer made the following observation: 
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The lands are now gone, and I got to understand that it would take 
time for these lands to come back to a state when we can farm on 
them again. The lands might not even be good for farming again in 
my lifetime. So, I joined the galamsey work, but it is not easy. I 
wouldn’t say farming is easy, but this is worse for me. I had to work 
all day to be paid Ghc 30 or 35. Sometimes, the work stopped for 
about a month when there were rains, and there is no pay for us. I 
also know that this work will not be here for long. In about a year or 
less, they will be gone. In this case, what job am I going to do? Cocoa 
and food crop farming had at least sustained me for 20 plus years 
now. 

3.3.1. Diversification strategies and the consequences thereof 
Income diversification, investment, and the issue of profligacy have 

been examined in ASM settings (Ofosu and Sarpong, 2022; Walsh, 
2003). The findings are mixed at best. While some miners do well to 
invest their incomes in other businesses, others do not, and they end up 
becoming vulnerable to economic hardship. These issues were also 
examined in relation to the land arrangements observed in this study. 
While some landowners were able to employ the money in other busi-
nesses to serve as platforms for wealth creation, others could not. Thus, 
having spent their money and lost their lands in a short space of time, 
they had become very vulnerable to economic hardship. 

An interviewee (a native landowner) stated the following: 

I received ‘good’ money after selling my land. I then started a 
building project with the money. I could, however, not complete the 
building, and the money is also now finished. I wouldn’t say cocoa 
production was better because I was living on the barest minimum of 
income at best. I got employed at a mine site, but I left the job after a 
few days because the work was very tedious for me. Now it’s very 
hard to find a job, and life is hard. 

Another landowner shared his experience: 

I couldn’t do anything substantial with the money I received. There 
were so many family financial issues, and I had to settle them. In a 
way, at least I helped ease the financial burdens of some people. If 
this is what I can refer to as investments, fine. But there is no prop-
erty I can boast of. 

Some of the landowners had, however, been able to save and invest 
the monies realised from the sale of the lands. They spoke to the 
effect that the monies had served as a platform for ‘wealth’ creation. 

I have been able to invest the money I received from the land sale in 
the transportation business. I initially bought a ‘Pragia’ (a motor-
cycle) and operated it myself. The business was good; thus, I saved 
and bought another one, which my sons now operate. In hindsight, I 
think it was best to sell my unproductive cocoa farm to the miners. 

Here, we note that the diversification into non-agricultural incomes 
has implications for agricultural production and food security. Coupled 
with the land degradation menace in the mining communities, these 
diversification strategies had potentially resulted in food shortages and 
high food prices. In the long term also, the scale of exports of food and 
cash crops from these communities could be adversely affected. This 
became evident in an interview with one farmer: 

My brother, most of the farmers, and landowners have sold their 
lands, and we are all now experiencing the negative effects. Those 
who sold their lands are now landless and are hunting for food. Now, 
we all have to go to other communities to buy cassava, plantain, and 
other crops. The food prices there are very high also. 

4. Discussion and conclusion 

The study notes that the issue of land tenure in relation to ASM 

activities is challenging and problematic. Although ASM serves as an 
economic engine for most people in mineral-rich rural communities, its 
competition with agricultural production in terms of access to land 
continues to raise concerns in policy circles (Clifford, 2022; Ofosu et al., 
2020). Due to the destructive mechanisms of illegal ASM on agriculture, 
some studies have tended to question the sustainability potential and 
how the sector can help realise some of the sustainable development 
goals set by the United Nations (Clifford, 2022). 

However, it has been argued that the proliferation of illegal ASM, 
with its destructive tendencies, is linked to the ‘mineral capture’ policies 
by mining governance regimes (Larbi et al., 2004). These policies tend to 
favour large-scale mining developments leading to the displacement of 
local people from their land by large-scale mining companies (Hilson, 
2017, 2019). In this storyline, the ASM sector is but a particularly 
powerful illustration of the disorder, corruption, and institutional 
weakness that characterise mineral and mining governance (Geenen, 
2012; Siwale and Siwale, 2017). From this perspective, it has been 
argued that in most countries, the autochthones, who are usually the 
traditional or customary owners of mineralised lands, have attempted to 
resist the policies of mining governance regimes by either seeking to 
extract mineral reserves themselves, or engage in land selling arrange-
ments with miners (Nyame and Blocher, 2010). 

On the other hand, the potential for agricultural production to sus-
tain livelihoods in rural communities has also been questioned. It has 
been highlighted that agriculture has become an unviable livelihood 
option particularly due to, for example, climate change (Hilson and 
Garforth, 2012; Bansah et al., 2023). Coupled with rising poverty, a high 
cost of living, and rising inflation, landowners have tended to engage in 
ASM production, or sell their lands to galamsey operators. 

In this regard, the findings from this study, in keeping with similar 
findings, for example, Nyame and Blocher (2010), confirm that the 
allure of an immediate lump sum of money persuades some landowners 
to sell their lands to galamsey operators. Confirming the ‘agricultural 
poverty’ syndrome (Hilson and Garforth, 2012, 2013), some 
landowner-farmers highlight that the proceeds from their farms could 
barely meet their needs and sustain their livelihoods; thus, they prefer to 
sell their lands to mining operators. The land selling arrangements, 
however, seem to have negative consequences for the livelihoods of 
landless farmers, who are often caught in the middle of the arrange-
ments. These land-selling arrangements set in motion a vicious cycle in 
terms of (un)employment. With the lands sold, and eventually rendered 
unsuitable for agricultural production, the local landless farmers are 
locked into the ‘riskier’ economy, i.e., the ASM economy with precarious 
consequences for livelihoods. 

Here, it is worthwhile suggesting that to minimise the ‘agriculture 
poverty’ phenomenon, the Ghana Cocoa Board should continue to pro-
vide improved economic rewards for cocoa farmers, particularly for 
those who no longer see the industry as a profitable and viable liveli-
hood activity. These incentives could continue to come in the form of, 
for example, an increment in the premium price of cocoa to the farmers. 

Although our findings confirm that monies realised from the sale of 
lands could serve as a platform for ‘wealth’ accumulation, we 
acknowledge that this should be balanced with the environmental costs. 
Land degradation activities by miners reduce the availability of land for 
agriculture production, with implications for food security and potential 
macroeconomic effects through food price inflation; in the long term, 
this has adverse implications for scale of exports of cash crops and efforts 
to reduce hunger (ACET, 2017). Particularly, the ‘coerced to sell’ stra-
tegies currently deployed by some miners need serious attention. With 
agricultural production generally, and cocoa production in particular, 
already under stress due to climate change mechanisms, coercing 
farmers to sell their lands could have very serious implications for food 
and cash crop production. To address this issue, therefore, we agree with 
scholars that mining governance regimes, under formalisation schemes, 
would need to properly demarcate lands to accommodate ASM opera-
tions especially (Hilson, 2017; Hilson and Banchirigah, 2009; Hilson 
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et al., 2022). 
The issues examined in this study again bring to the fore the case for 

the formalisation of ASM. As has been discussed extensively elsewhere, 
the galamsey-unfriendly policies, such as high licensing fees, bureau-
cratic formalisation procedures, and the lack of access to mineralised 
lands, have led to the proliferation of illegal ASM (Hilson, 2017; Siwale 
and Siwale, 2017) with the consequential environmental degradation 
problems. In this sense, although we do not seek to be repetitive, we 
reiterate that mining regulatory institutions would need to adopt gal-
amsey-friendly policies aimed at reducing the licensing fees, and easing 
licensing procedures. 

These formalisation mechanisms, however, ought not to be seen as 
the sole panacea for curbing the environmental excesses of illegal min-
ing. It has been noted elsewhere that even formalised operators – those 
who have overcome the high licensing fees and bureaucratic barriers – 
do not necessarily practise good environmental remediation mecha-
nisms (Botchwey et al., 2022). Thus, a key component that should 
capture the attention of mining officials, miners, and scholars seems to 
be remediation/reclamation of mine-degraded lands. Degraded lands 
must be given the necessary remediation/reclamation attention targeted 
at restoring the lands to productive use after mining has finished. Min-
ing, whether formal or informal, legal or illegal, cannot be considered 
intrinsically bad; at least it serves as an employment avenue for the most 
poverty-stricken people who are mostly trapped in the rural economy. 
The problem with mining, therefore, stems, primarily, from the envi-
ronmental ills that are associated with the mining operations. This is the 
issue that ought to be addressed. Fortunately, addressing these ills is not 
impossible; ASM-induced environmental degradation challenges are 
remediable (Damptey et al., 2020; Ofosu and Sarpong, 2023; Zavala, 
2017). The ultimate responsibility, therefore, rests with mining regula-
tory institutions and miners to properly finance and remediate the land 
degradation problems generated by mining operations. In this sense, 
further studies could examine how the mining governance regime in 
Ghana is enacting policies and responding to reclamation/remediation 
mechanisms as a way of seeking to restore mining-degraded landscapes 
back to life. 
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