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In spite of the growing popularity of this endeavor, it can be argued that it is not a corporation's primary
objective to advance development in areas where they operate. However, due to prevailing community
concerns and the negative ramiﬁcations of their activities on local livelihoods, they tend to embrace this idea
both in discourse and actual corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives. Thus, our goal is not to argue that
mining companies have not embraced the notion of ‘sustainable development’. Instead, we seek to highlight
the discrepancy that exists between practices they consider to be sustainable and the experiences and perceptions of local communities regarding such activities. Based on our analysis of two gold mining companies
in Ghana, we suggest that this discrepancy prevails due to the mere focus on land reclamation and other
disjointed CSR programs instead of a more nuanced framework that places affected communities at its core.
& 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Despite extensive concerns about sustainability in the mining industry, integrating sustainability in mining continues to pose a big
challenge for most mining companies. As was noted by Cowell et al.
(1999) several years ago, there is tremendous amount of variation in
the approaches used to advance sustainability in the global mineral
sector, based on expectations, interests and values of both corporations and society (cited in Giurco and Cooper, 2012). In framing the
notion of sustainability in mining, Onn and Woodley (2014) have
examined three different tiers. The ﬁrst tier is perpetual sustainability,
which entails the idea that a process can be sustainable if it can
continue forever. This tier considers issues such as the viability of the
business, strong sustainability,1 revenue replenishment and technological advancement used to overcome the constraints of mining. The
second tier is transferable sustainability, which is underscored by the
position that different types of capital can be traded in order to
achieve greater social and environmental beneﬁts. This tier is tilted
towards extracting resources for development and examines issues
such as environmental sustainability, social sustainability, economic
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development, sustainable fairness and weak sustainability.2 The ﬁnal
tier is transitional sustainability, which describes how the mining
industry can contribute towards intergenerational sustainable development. The focus is to assess the life cycle of mines and transitions in development.
In light of the preexisting challenge to deﬁne and properly
frame the topic, the Global Mining Institute (GMI) was created in
1992 to formally lay the foundation for sustainable mining and it
was widely accepted by mining ﬁrms in 1998. The discussions
about sustainable mining deepened in the post-Johannesburg plan
of action at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in
2002 (Whitmore, 2006). Two major institutions, the International
Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM)3 established in 2001 and
the Mining, Minerals and Sustainable Development Project
(MMSDP)4 created in 2002 have been tasked to assess sustainable
mining practices by mining companies. Mining companies report
their activities to these institutions through the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI).5 This is an assessment of mining ﬁrms' past
2
Weak sustainability is inherent in the view that manufactured capital can
replace natural capital and that transfers of capital will lead to the maintenance of
intergenerational equity (Neumayer, 2003).
3
The International Council on Mining and Metals acts as a catalyst for performance improvement in the mining and metal industry (Fonseca et al., 2013).
4
The Mining, Minerals and Sustainable Development Project examine how the
mining sector could contribute to the global transition to sustainable development
(Fonseca et al., 2013).
5
The Global Reporting Initiative is a document which spells out the guidelines
on how to report and what to report from the activities of the metals and mining
industry. The responsibility lies on mining companies to publish annually their
practices in their areas of operation (GRI, 2010).
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performances measured against environmental, social and economic indicators (Fonseca et al., 2013; Esteve, 2008; Onn and
Woodley, 2014). As such, this reporting mechanism ensures that
mining ﬁrms present to their stakeholders evidence of their social
and environmental responsibilities such as infrastructure development and ways to curtail water pollution (Pellegrino and Lodhia, 2012).
Interestingly, Whitmore (2006) argues that the declaration on
sustainable mining practices in 2001 contains half-truths, as it
does not address important mining issues. The half-truths, Whitmore claims, are: “the supposed need for more minerals from
every mine, the claim that mining catalyses development, the
belief that technical ﬁxes can solve every problem and also that
the main opposition to mining comes from community members
and NGOs” (cited in Lodhia and Hess, 2014:45). This is because
mining activities continue to dispossess people off their lands
without consent, and the effects of mining on the lives of people,
environment and health keeps worsening (see for instance,
Akabzaa, 2009; Garvin et al., 2009; Asamoah et al., 2013). Indeed,
many NGOs have suggested that mining cannot be sustained due
to the levels of resources that are taken from the earth from time
to time by mining ﬁrms (Young and Septoff, 2002). In the case of
Ghana, although most mining ﬁrms have focused on developing
their communities through various corporate social responsibility
(CSR) programs, this has not translated completely to sustainable
development because community members still complain about
environmental and economic issues such as water and air pollution and unemployment, among other concerns (see AboagyeAmponsah, 2015; Aubynn, 2003).
The neglect of the social aspect of sustainability as some authors argue (see Freeman, 1984; Korhonen, 2003; Gauthier, 2005)
created an avenue for CSR to be advanced by corporate organizations. Yet, CSR also has the potential to create dependency by
shifting focus from government to private companies – which is
not a sustainable practice (Boon and Ababio, 2009). This notwithstanding, mining can lean towards sustainability when it
achieves a net environmental and human beneﬁt, thus a so-called
‘win-win’ situation for both the operating company and the host
community (Hodge, 2001). Admittedly, mining generates revenue
in the form of export earnings and contributes towards the gross
domestic product (GDP) of a country. However, pressing issues
that need to be addressed include making the mining ﬁrms accountable to their communities other than just governments and
drawing a line between where mining ﬁrms ought to contribute to
development and where the state has to be involved. But there are
others such as Holmberg (1998) who insists that society can only
be sustainable if nature's future and diversity are not subjected to
an increasing concentration of substances extracted from the earth
crust (cited in Cowell et al., 1999).
In the speciﬁc context of Ghana, the continuous expansion of
economic globalization through the adoption of structural adjustment policies in the 1980s led to the inﬂux of multinational
mining companies. This rise in the mining economy was facilitated
by the quest of both international ﬁnancial institutions and governments to promote foreign investments, resulting in a ‘race to
the bottom’, a phenomenon where governments relax environmental laws to attract multinational resource extraction companies into their economies with the expectation of massive windfalls (Carmin and Agyemang, 2011; Campbell, 2010). Although gold
is the leading mineral extracted in Ghana and continues to account
for about 90% of mineral revenues (Amponsah-Tawiah and DarteyBaah, 2011), its beneﬁts for local communities are controversial
and in some cases non-existent (Akabzaa and Darimani, 2001;
Yankson, 2010; Lawson and Bentil, 2014; Ontoyin and Agyemang,
2014). It has been posited that these problems could be addressed
when/where there is a strong cooperation and commitment to

sustainable practices (Esteves and Vanclay, 2009). But since proper
‘cooperation’ or ‘commitment’ is usually not in place, one can
question the purported development or trickle-down effect that
such enormous investment in the mineral sector is supposed to
bring.
Thus, our primary goal is to critically evaluate the extent to
which mining companies are operating in a manner that is supposed to leave a positive inheritance for future generations. To
advance this objective, the paper begins with a synopsis on political ecology as a conceptual framework. A brief background of the
study follows, with details on the methodology that guided the
collection of primary data. The bigger chunk of the paper is devoted to an analysis of what we see to be the pyramid of sustainable mining practices in Ghana, which draws upon interviews
with different stakeholders in the sector and captures three different tiers of sustainability as deﬁned by corporate endeavors.
The underlying objective is that the analysis here will help advance knowledge about the topic of sustainable mining practice by
highlighting the different conceptions and activities that inform
the discourse.

2. Political ecology as a conceptual lens
As a conceptual approach, political ecology addresses issues of
environmental change in the context of differential powers of
actors with conﬂicting agendas (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). As such,
it dwells on examining the power relationships between various
state actors and the effect that they have on the socio-economic
and bio-physical environment (Hitch, 2006). Similarly, Blaike and
Brookﬁeld (1987) deﬁne political ecology as that which combines
the concerns of ecology and a broadly deﬁned political economy.
Two major theoretical perspectives, political economy and ecosystem thinking, have inﬂuenced political ecology. Political economy is based on the interplay between the economy and politics
whilst ecosystem thinking examines the complex interactions
within the biophysical and socio-economic relationships (Hitch,
2006).
According to Robbins (2012), political ecology thrives on the
notion that environmental change and ecological conditions are
the product of political processes. Since its inception in the 1970's,
political ecology has undergone different paradigm shifts. Stott
and Sullivan (2000) see political ecology as the political circumstances that causes people (mostly local) to engage in activities
that results in environmental degradation without any alternative
form of survival as well as rejecting the environmental narratives
that emerges from international environment and development
organizations. As a ﬁeld of inquiry, Robbins (2012) posits that
there are several critical tools that help to understand the work
done by political ecologists. Two of these include the common
property theory and feminist development studies. The common
property theory is based on the assumption that resources such as
“land, forests, ﬁsheries, rangeland, genes and other resources, like
many of the environmental systems over which struggles occur,
are traditionally managed as collective or common property”
(Robbins, 2012: 51). These resources are managed primarily by
local management structures with some laid down rules and
regulations that members of the community are familiar with.
Feminist development studies' contribution to political ecology
is based on the notion that human-environment interaction and
its antecedent processes are gendered, implying that men, women
and children experience the environment differently. Therefore,
their access to land and control over ecological systems is shaped
by their different social and cultural roles (Rocheleau et al., 1996).
This theory comes against the backdrop of post-World War II
where development assistance swept the globe with international
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organizations providing assistance in order to improve the livelihood of people after the destruction caused by the war. However,
in the process it became visible that the livelihoods of the people
they claimed to improve were actually becoming more impoverished, especially women. For instance, the green revolution
in the 1980s which introduced new ways of farming through improved investments in the form of sophisticated technologies and
the changes that occurred to cash crop farming made more women poorer and hungrier (Soysa, 1987 cited in Robbins, 2012). As
such, critical feminist theorists therefore argue that since men and
women's access to ecological systems are different, there is the
need to access the impacts of ecological change through a gendered approach. Political ecologists consider this assumption
worthwhile and have inculcated it into their work in order to
better understand environmental degradation and conﬂict issues
(Robbins, 2012).
In order to espouse understanding of political ecological issues,
Robbins (2012) identiﬁes ﬁve theses that are useful to this discussion. They include: degradation and marginalization; conservation and control; environmental conﬂict and exclusion; environmental subjects and identities; and political objects and actors. For the sake of brevity, emphasis is placed on the degradation
and marginalization thesis which states: “otherwise environmentally innocuous production systems undergo transition
to over exploitation of natural resources on which they depend in
response to state development intervention and/or increasing integration into regional and global markets” (Robbins, 2012: 159).
This situation arises from capitalist producers who seek to reduce
production costs and in the process shift these costs onto local
producers who have no other option than to exploit the land in
order to meet global or national demands. Similarly, the thesis is
based on the fact that sustainable community management is
made unsustainable due to strategies by state authorities or outside ﬁrms who want to impose new/foreign ideas on local production systems. The underlying assumption is that these new
ideas or institutions will result in improved local production and
in the long run bring about the development of the local economies. However, the results of such interventions in most cases
have resulted in poor people becoming more impoverished, resources becoming over-exploited, local practice becoming less
sustainable than it used to be, and an unequal distribution of environmental resources (Robbins, 2012).
The conservation and control thesis also highlight the extent to
which ofﬁcial efforts to preserve ‘sustainability,’ ‘community’,
‘nature’ or the ‘environment’ has resulted in the seizure of resources from local producers or producer groups who are identiﬁed by class, gender and ethnicity, thereby disabling local livelihoods, production and socio-political organization (Robbins,
2012). This argument lays claim to the degree to which reasons
that have been given for the conservation of lands have failed
because traditional land managers no longer have access to their
lands and lands have been given to elites and foreign companies
who may not have any title to the land and or ecosystem management practices. Multinational mining companies had access to
Ghana through the implementation of the structural adjustment
policies advanced by bigger political actors such as the World Bank
and International Monetary Fund (Campbell, 2010). This led to
changes in the laws governing mining in Ghana, particularly permitting foreign multinational companies to wrestle lands from
local producers in a bid to generate more revenue for the state
(Campbell, 2010). To be speciﬁc, mining companies have enclosed
farmlands and the spin-off effect that arises from this is increased
marginalization due to loss of livelihoods (Akabzaa and Darimani,
2001).
In a bid to generate more proﬁts, mining companies through
surface mining activities have exploited and thereby degraded a
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huge amount of land. Loss of land means that people's survival
base is threatened or lost. This leads to scarcity and community
members are forced to survive without their lands. The resultant
effects are problems such as unemployment, poor water quality,
land degradation and inadequate compensation as was revealed
during ﬁeldwork. To conserve lands through private ownership,
mining companies have put in place measures to address landlessness but these measures have been deemed unsustainable by
community members. It is this connection between the ecosystem,
economy, and institutions that leads us to adopt political ecology
as a conceptual lens. While sustainable mining practice is the
speciﬁc focus, this underlying framework helps to unveil how the
imbalance of power on lands and resource management inﬂuences
the goal of long-term development.

3. Background and methodology
To provide a brief context, Ghana is the second largest gold
producer in Africa after South Africa – ranking as the tenth gold
producing country worldwide with the largest gold deposits found
in Ashanti, Western, Central and Brong-Ahafo regions (see Fig. 1
for the geographic concentration of gold mining in Ghana). There
are currently 23 large-scale mining companies producing gold,
diamonds, bauxite and manganese, with over 300 registered
small-scale mining groups and 90 mine support service companies. Despite the variety of minerals available in Ghana, gold is by
far the predominant one based on recent data (see Fig. 2).
Relevant data for this study were collected from a variety of
sources including books, journal articles, and other publications
(both scholarly and non-scholarly), internal government documents, company reports, information on company websites, and
ﬁeldwork conducted between 2013 and 2015 in different mining
locations. For Goldﬁelds Ghana Limited (Damang), 22 interviews
were conducted with participants out of which 20 were drawn
mainly from four catchment communities in the mining area,
while the remaining two were with the Community Affairs Manager of Goldﬁelds Damang and a staff member of the Ghana
Chamber of Mines. These catchment communities, Damang, Koduakrom, Subri, and Huni-Valley, were selected due to their closeness to the mining company's operations, the large size of the
communities as compared to other satellite communities in the
district and the beneﬁts residents have derived from the mining
company. Through purposive sampling, several mining stakeholders such as resettled community members, opinion leaders,
and women who have beneﬁted from Goldﬁelds’ Sustainable
Empowerment and Economic Development (SEED) program
participated.
For Newmont Ghana Gold Limited, data was collected in three
of its 10 catchment areas – Kenyase No. 1, Kenyase No. 2 and
Ntotroso – primarily based on the goal to involve the towns or
villages that are in the immediate vicinity of the companies.
Overall, 32 participants were involved including three company
ofﬁcials, one of them being the Programs Director of the Newmont
Ahafo Development Foundation (NADeF). Five interviews were
with government ofﬁcers and four with civil society groups. The 15
interviews conducted at the local level were split between ordinary community members, community consultative committee
members, opinion leaders, youth leaders, and leaders of community-based organizations. The notion of ‘sustainability’ was addressed by the question that asked how the communities envision
their lives ﬁve to ten years after the company leaves. For the
ﬁeldwork, one focus group was organized with women in these
catchment areas. Similar to the objective of interviewing eight
women in the Goldﬁelds case, the focus group helped in identifying the gender-speciﬁc concerns that people in mining areas face
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Company
one
(NGGL)

Company two
(GGL)

Fig. 1. Main Mineral Deposits in Ghana. Source: Pelangio Exploration Inc.
See http://www.pelangio.com/cmsAssets/images/news/Image1_Aug3.gif (accessed April 24, 2012).

Fig. 2. Comparison of mineral revenue for 2013 and 2014.
Source: Ghana Chamber of Mines (2015)

since there is little information about that in the literature. Five
women formed the group, purposively selected to represent a
wide range of age groups from 18 to over 50 years. It must be
noted that the longer ﬁeldwork was preceded by a two-week pilot
study in these areas, which helped to shape the focus of the study
by soliciting street-level information from 12 community members in both Kenyase No. 1 and Kenyase No. 2.
All primary interviews were transcribed and qualitatively
analyzed to identify common themes, one of which is the topic of
sustainability we are discussing in this particular paper. In addition to the strength that comes with over 50 combined interviews
with a variety of mining stakeholders, the triangulation of multiple
sources of data particularly enhanced our analysis and ensured
rigor that otherwise could not have been attained with just one or
two sources of data. Also, both Goldﬁelds Damang and Newmont
Ahafo mine were selected for a few reasons. Firstly, both companies have had their fair share company-community clashes over
land use, compensation, and displacement/relocation, among
others. In particular, the presence of the Damang mines has gained
notoriety for constant land use conﬂicts between small-scale and
large scale mining companies in the area with speciﬁc reference to

the Rex pit (see Aubynn, 2006, 2009; Teschner, 2013). However, in
recent times, these clashes have reduced hence the need to understand and assess the measures that were put in place to prevent this conﬂict. Secondly, both Newmont and Goldﬁelds have
the NADeF and SEED programs, respectively, which were established to empower local communities even beyond mine closure.
While these programs have received some recognition for proactive corporate citizenship, there is the need to examine the disjuncture between these initiatives and prevailing issues in sites of
implementation. Thirdly, both companies see themselves as global
leaders of corporate ‘best practices’ in their own right. Goldﬁelds,
persistently makes reference to striving to remain a global leader
in sustainable mining practices (Goldﬁelds, 2015). In both cases, it
is interesting to explore what the companies consider to be sustainable mining practices and whether or not indeed community
members also view those practices as sustainable. And ﬁnally,
from Fig. 3 below, both companies are in the top 10 of gold producers in Ghana and therefore a good representation of the trends
in this sector.

4. Sustainability as land reclamation
Proponents of corporate environmental responsibility (CER)
introduced the concept of sustainable economics to replace the
neoclassical models of market economics and CSR itself (see
DesJardins, 1998). The idea that proper environmental governance
is good for business is quite popular in the literature. There is
research evidence to show that corporations that embrace environmental responsibility have the potential to increase their
overall market value (Wahba, 2008). While proﬁtability is a driver,
government intervention in terms of policies and legislation is also
known to encourage or even force greater CER (Dummett, 2006).
In Ghana, the environment did not receive signiﬁcant attention in
previous Acts of Parliament so the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) was established through the Environmental

M. Essah, N. Andrews / Resources Policy 50 (2016) 75–85

79

Fig. 3. Share of mineral revenue by members of the chamber of mines (2013 & 2014).
Source: Ghana Chamber of Mines, 2015

Protection Agency Act, 1994 (Act 490). This was an Act meant to
amend and consolidate existing laws that relate to the environment. One of the key functions of the EPA is to “to prescribe
standards and guidelines relating to the pollution of air, water,
land and any other forms of environmental pollution including the
discharge of waste and the control of toxic substances” (Act 490,
Section 2h). The Act establishes that every undertaking or project
that may have an impact on the environment must register with
the EPA. The EPA has the mandate to request an Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) in respect of any undertaking that it
considers potentially detrimental to the environment. This means
that until an EIA is properly done and submitted, a mining license
or permit should not be granted.
It must be said that one of the developed disclosure and perhaps ‘actionable’ instruments for Ghana's mining sector, the Environmental Protection Rating Disclosure (known as AKOBEN),
comes from the EPA. It is not so much in terms of the robustness of
the instruments as it is of the proactive steps to ensure compliance. The AKOBEN instrument has Ghanaian roots and it does
involve attributes of both physical and human environment in its
methodology. The name ‘AKOBEN’ is a traditional symbol of the
Akan ethnic group in Ghana which stands for vigilance and
wariness, representing a set of behavior that is appropriate for
environmental conservation. AKOBEN also signiﬁes alertness and
readiness to serve a good cause. These ratings are annually disclosed to the public and the media with the aims of strengthening
public awareness and participation. Under the AKOBEN program,
the environmental performance of mining and manufacturing
operations is assessed using a ﬁve-color rating scheme: GOLD,
GREEN, BLUE, ORANGE and RED, each of which showcases environmental performance ranging from excellent to poor.
The GOLD rating represents the highest standard of performance beyond formal legal requirements, and it does also show
that a company is abiding by some internationally recognized best
practice for environmental management and corporate social responsibility. ORANGE is unsatisfactory performance, and a company with such a rating could potentially be downgraded to a RED
rating (being the poorest rating assigned to companies without a
valid permit or certiﬁcate) if prompt measures are not put in place
to improve its performance. The other two intermediate rating
categories – GREEN and BLUE – signify that a company is in full
environmental compliance although there is room for improvement regarding the implementation of its social responsibility
policies, more so in the case of a BLUE rating. The rating evaluates
over a hundred performance indicators that include quantitative
data as well as qualitative and visual information. Since its ﬁrst

report in 2009, many companies have gradually become committed to submitting the requisite data in order to be included in
the rating, which is now a positive advocacy tool for some civil
society groups in Ghana. Table 1 below shows the performance of
the two companies under study in all eight AKOBEN issue-areas or
categories up till 2012 when the last report was made available on
the website.
From the table above, both companies have a great number of
BLUE ratings covering a variety of categories and even for overall
rating. BLUE being three out of ﬁve, it can be postulated that both
GGL and NGGL are currently at a maximum of 60% performance in
all areas of CER. This trend also signiﬁes that companies are basically doing the barest minimum in terms of legal compliance –
and most of them are not going the extra mile beyond what is
legally required. NGGL in particular has been ﬂuctuating between
a poor performance in 2009 to an average performance in 2012.
Despite the different categories/areas that the AKOBEN rating
covers, the primary reference to how sustainable a mining company is from our ﬁeldwork is often predicated on the extent to
which the land on which they conduct their activities are reclaimed for future generations. This tends to be the case because
there is much stricter environmental regulation on what companies ought to do in this direction. Companies are therefore required by law to plan towards land reclamation. And for both
companies under focus, this goal forms part of their day-to-day
mining processes to the extent that one ofﬁcial refers to what they
do generally as ‘community sustainability. Even though the popular knowledge is that reclamation can restore scarred land to its
former state (Cao, 2007), there is evidence elsewhere to show that
post-mining rehabilitation can only lead to a partial restoration of
biodiversity even after several years (Gould, 2011). The nitrogen,
potassium and calcium could all be present in the soil postmining, but there could also be other elements in the soil (for
instance, mercury and cyanide) that hinder proper and complete
restoration. Yet, both companies conﬁrmed they are championing
the cause of restoration long before they close shop. A community
relations ofﬁcer at Newmont noted that “we don’t wait to ﬁnish
mining before we do reclamation. It is a process [in that] when we
are moving from one land to another we reclaim it; we don’t wait”
(interviewed on 19 June 2013, Ntotroso).
In a similar vein, Goldﬁelds argue strongly that their reclamation policies seem to be working because community members are
happy with it. A community affairs ofﬁcer at Goldﬁelds Damang
also noted that “Our reclamation plans are in accordance with the
EPA guidelines with support of our environment department. Any
land that we clear for our activities are reclaimed with plant
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Table 1
AKOBEN Rating for GGL & NGGL, 2009–2012.Source: Authors’ amalgamation of AKOBEN data, 2009–2012

seedlings from our nursery. We have planted oil palm on one of
our former tailings dam which the Kyekyewere women group
harvest for proﬁt” (interviewed on 5 January 2016, Damang).
Although the two companies clearly conﬁrmed that they are
putting in place sustainable exit strategies, the interviews and
focus group discussion with community members revealed illuminating issues of concern. This is because while environmental
policies are quite solid, the desperate desire for increased investment in the mining sector tends to place environmental concerns
on the back burner. This is beside the EPA's logistical problems and
the lack of coordination among the responsible institutions
(Akabzaa and Darimani, 2001). Also, since environmental issues
are often perceived to be technical, many people that should
participate in these endeavors tend to be unwilling, unable or
entirely excluded from the negotiation process (Appiah-Opoku,
2001; Bawole, 2013). Additionally, our ﬁnding suggests that by
making land reclamation a key component of what they refer to as
sustainable practice, mining companies continue to marginalize
many other critical issues of concern such as unemployment, land
dispossession, and socio-economic marginalization or deprivation.
If one were to put these different interpretations into a hierarchy,
sustainability as land reclamation will be at its base followed by
sustainability as disjointed CSR and long-term community development (see Fig. 4), both of which we turn to now.
The pyramid presented below is therefore our attempt to elucidate the fact that while long-term community development may
be generally perceived as the basis of sustainable mining practices
perhaps even judging from its position at the pyramid, this same
position simultaneously implies that long-term development remains an area loosely covered by companies' sustainable activities.
The position of land reclamation on this pyramid illuminates a
fundamental premise of the conservation and control thesis of
political ecology that turns our attention to the manner in which

Fig. 4. The pyramid of sustainable mining practices in Ghana.

after dispossessing people of their lands, these same used and
degraded lands are expected to ofﬁcially become ‘sustainable’
again.

5. Sustainability as disjointed CSR/social license activities
For speciﬁc CSR projects, Newmont designed the Livelihood
Enhancement and Community Empowerment Program (LEEP) to
help address the needs of the people directly impacted by project
activities, including those who lost houses or farmland to the
project. This involved training programs, micro credit provision
and community infrastructure projects. According to NGGL, “international best practice does require a company to manage and
be directly responsible for people and households in the transitional hardship vulnerability because it is the company's project
that ultimately changed their status” (Newmont, 2006, 3). This led
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them to design the Vulnerable Program with the goal to provide a
safety net for those households directly impacted by the mining
project. The company also introduced the Agricultural Improvement and Land Access Program (AILAP) to assist farmers who had
previously received monetary compensation for lost lands to restart farming, particularly supporting them with such incentives as
farming inputs and access to alternative land (Kapstein and Kim,
2011).
Newmont and International Finance Corporation (IFC) signed
an agreement in February 2007 to jointly establish and implement
the Ahafo Linkages Program, with the objective to improve the
economic situation of local communities impacted by the mine
operations by increasing income and employment opportunities
(Newmont and IFC, 2009). The Newmont Ahafo Development
Foundation (NADeF) was also established in May 2008 between
Newmont and the Ahafo Social Responsibility Forum to support
community development programs. The foundation is currently funded by Newmont Ahafo mine based on contributions from $1 of every
ounce of gold sold and one percent of net pre-tax proﬁt. Based on this
calculation, NADeF had received about $13 million from the Ahafo
mine by the end of 2015. The overall objective is to ensure that in
20–25 years when Newmont is no longer operating in those
communities, people will see themselves better off instead of experience negative post-mining ramiﬁcations (interview with NADeF project coordinator). Through NADeF, several projects in the
area of empowerment, scholarships, and livelihood improvement
are undertaken. By having these projects in place, the company is
able to implement a strategic public relations tactic to steer general public opinion – especially of people not living their day-today lives in host mining communities – in their favor. And, of
course, there are several industry-sponsored awards won for implementing these initiatives.
In 2005, Goldﬁelds Ghana Foundation also initiated and launched a ﬁve year community development program worth US$5
million known as the Sustainable Community Empowerment and
Economic Development Program (SEED). Authorities charged to
implement this program were an international NGO known as
Opportunities Industrialization Care International (OICI) working
with government agencies at the local and regional level and
community members. The vision of the program was to be “a high
impact, result focused, sustainable and integrated community
development program that focuses on economic growth, wealth
creation, improvement in quality of life and empowerment
through education, capacity building and infrastructural development which can be replicated in mine affected communities all
over the world” (Goldﬁelds, 2005). This program aimed at improving the livelihoods and quality of life of 30,000 poor and
vulnerable men, women and children in 16 Goldﬁelds Ghana
(GGL) primary stakeholder communities by 2010 (Goldﬁelds,
2005). The program was to be achieved under four main objectives, namely: increased income and economic opportunities;
improved health; improved education and livelihood skills; and
sustainable interventions and increased social license.
Considering the objectives outlined in the SEED program, the
ﬁrst was mainly about giving vegetable seedlings to community
members to grow and livestocks such as sheep and goats to rear in
order to make a living. Others were also engaged in oil palm
business, food processing, batik production and cassava growth
(Yankson, 2010). This objective is intriguing in that the lands that
are to be used to grow these crops and rear the livestocks had
already been taken away from community members. Only a select
few who still had access to some lands beneﬁted from these initiatives. It is not surprising that livestock rearing faced much
challenges. However, Goldﬁelds Ghana still maintains this objective was a success. The Community Affairs manager mentioned
that “in the recently held farmer's day celebration, a beneﬁciary of

81

our livestock program who is physically challenged won the best
livestock farmer award in the district. We gave him only four
sheep and he has hundreds of them now (Interview on 22 December 2015, Damang). The second objective was geared towards
advocating for right behavioral changes, water and sanitation and
access to basic medical services. The Vulnerable Nutrition Enhancement Program was also introduced to provide food for orphans, vulnerable children and people living with HIV/AIDS.
The next objective was focused on improving the educational
and livelihood skills of communities but this initiative was short
lived. A new scheme has been developed which offers scholarships
to community members to pursue their education. A community
affairs ofﬁcer said that “Scholarships and bursaries are spelt out in
our CSR policies which we give to our community members,
especially those whose lands have been affected by our activities.
Currently, we have about three hundred and ninety people as
beneﬁciaries of our scholarship. Some have graduated and others
are still in school” (Interview on 23 December 2015, Damang). We
observed that some scholarships beneﬁciaries who could not get
the required grades to further their education at the tertiary level
were left unattended by the mining company.
With regard to AKOBEN, which was introduced above, it is
noteworthy that since its ﬁrst report in 2009, no company (apart
from those who did not have adequate information/data) has received a CSR rating lower than GOLD. This may create the impression that a majority of mining companies in Ghana uphold a
‘golden standard’ when it comes to social (and by implication
environmental) responsibility but this is not the case if one should
visit speciﬁc project-impacted communities. To start with, it is not
convincing that a company with a N/A rating for complaints
management and community relations receives a GOLD rating for
CSR, as was the case of Newmont between 2009 and 2012 (see
Table 1 above). This is because effective community relations and
proper complaints management should be considered crucial to a
company's overall social responsibility – not merely the symbolic
structures or cash handouts they provide. Additionally, it is also
unclear how Goldﬁelds’ N/A rating for CSR in 2011 turns into GOLD
in the subsequent year.
The other reality lies in the challenge with the quantiﬁcation of
social performance itself. Critics even question what the ‘s’ is doing
in C'S’R, particularly since it cannot be methodically measured (see
Norman and MacDonald, 2004; Robins 2006). Hopkins also suggests that there is no consensus on whether CSR should be classiﬁed as a voluntarily concept or that which must be strictly
regulated to ensure companies oblige. As there is currently no
widely accepted framework for assessing social responsibility, the
AKOBEN rating basically evaluates three key aspects including the
intent of the company towards social issues, ﬁnancial commitment
measured by its voluntary annual CSR expenditures, and actions it
undertakes in alignment with its CSR policy. In short, the “AKOBEN
rating methodology does not impose any mandatory performance
standards on companies. Instead it has been selected to assess
performance of companies solely on the basis of how well each
company implements its own corporate social responsibility policy. In other words, each company would be held accountable only
on the basis of the policies its corporate headquarters has mandated” (EPA-Ghana, accessed 26 November 2013). Based on this
approach that leaves the CSR category of AKOBEN to the discretion
of companies, it is not surprising that almost every company receives a GOLD rating. The website implies that in addition to a
review of company reports and speciﬁc projects, a team from the
EPA visits the communities and conducts interviews to supplement the data provided by the company. Nevertheless, based on
the three criteria noted above and also the fact that even some
unpopular companies have received a GOLD CSR rating for the past
four years, one can question how primary data collected by the
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EPA team is fully incorporated into the often positive images corporations create for themselves in their own reports. Also, the fact
that there is currently no available reports for 2013 onwards implies that companies could be dwelling on their past glories as
both yardstick and scapegoat for their socio-environmental performance in local communities.
There is also another area of the disjuncture. Many mining
companies have not been able to carefully weave the physical
properties of their areas of operation such as topography, geology,
hydrology, climate and other environmental concerns with the inherent social dynamics of nearby communities. This is because the
former is considered technical and separate from the latter, which is
considered to be a cultural thing. Dougherty and Olsen (2013: 2)
argue that a local adaptation of CSR programing should consider the
social terrain, which to them is “the literal ways that the physical
properties of place – mineralization, topography, soil, hydrology, climate, etc. – shape social relations and acquire social meaning.” This
begins with the understanding that the biophysical and social worlds
are co-constitutive. In Ghana, one can easily point out that many
companies have yet to understand the conjoined nature of these two
attributes when it comes to addressing stakeholder concerns. For
both companies under study, we were given more information about
social mechanisms than about biophysical arrangements. The fact
that each company has a ‘community relations’ unit devoted to the
social relations and community development separate from an environmental or health and safety unit gives an indication of their
world of thinking regarding what Dougherty and Olsen (2014) call
‘social terrain’.
The EPA Act itself says nothing about CSR or terms such as
‘social responsibility’, ‘social license’ or ‘social capital’. Even the
word ‘social’ receives only one mention in the entire document,
referring to the agency's responsibility “to initiate and pursue
formal and non-formal education programs for the creation of
public awareness of the environment and its importance to the
economic and social life of the country” (Act 490, Section 2m,
emphasis ours). This lack of careful synthesis between the social
and the physical environment cannot be overlooked, especially as
the AKOBEN rating purports to have social categories such as ‘legal
issues’, ‘complaints management and community relations’ as well
as ‘corporate social responsibility’. However, the mining department director at the EPA maintains that CSR and environmental
protection are autonomous because the social remains voluntary
while a strict regulatory framework exists to protect the
environment:
I think they are different because in Ghana there is no legal
regime for corporate social responsibility. [But] it is mandatory
by law in Ghana to undertake all the environmental management practices that will ensure sustainable operations, as such
to protect the environmental resources of the country and the
public safety. But then the corporate social responsibility
hereby is just for companies to buy their social license (Interviewed on 17 July 2013, Accra).
This insight highlights the disjoint that prevails in the litany of
CSR activities that are done in the name of sustainability. On the
one hand, it seems such activities help to advance the goal of
sustainable mining practice. But on the other hand, the discretionary nature of these activities suggest that no one can hold
companies accountable and there is basically no established
yardstick to ascertain the extent to which companies’ claims
around sustainability are beyond rhetoric or merely an endeavor
to buy their social license to operate. One is therefore left to argue
that unless the law mandates the practice of sustainability in
mining, however it ends up being deﬁned, it is plausible companies will continue to pay lip service to it. But since degradation and

marginalization are associated with loss of livelihoods, as political
ecology theory tells us, a great deal needs to be done to properly
position corporate endeavors in a meaningful manner, if at all
possible.

6. Sustainability as long-term community development
Giddings et al. (2002) argues that to draw a good analysis of
sustainability, one's philosophical underpinnings must be considered because concerns about sustainability are usually prioritized by the observer's position. Since the work of the private
sector is often linked with the topic of sustainability (Berggren,
1999; Steurer et al., 2005), a fundamental gauge of CSR effectiveness could potentially involve an assessment of what mining
companies are doing to safeguard the present and future of host
communities. This entails examining projects and interventions
that advance long-term community development or livelihood
alternatives in light of the depletion of whatever peoples’ primary
source of subsistence or livelihood was prior to mining. For
Newmont, the establishment of NADeF is part of their exit strategy
as the work being done by the foundation only uses about 10% of
its overall income. The hope is that after the closure of the mine
(in about 20 years) the foundation would still be able to support
community development. According to them, it is their concern for
the future of the host communities “that is why we involve the
communities; that is also why we don’t just sit in the ofﬁce and
decide to build a school; that is why we are looking at community
members coming up with their own developmental needs and we
support them to actually implement those needs at that level”
(NGGL Community Relations Superintendent, interviewed on 19
June 2013). However in response to this so-called interest in the
future of the community, a community leader in Ntotroso (one of
Newmont's catchment areas) gave a response that perhaps sums
up the community feedback regarding their survival after mining:
We are all going to die in this community. Because they have
possessed all our lands, how can we then live? Had it not been
the government that brought up that small water project, from
where can we get drinking water? The water that we drink
from is being polluted by the mining activities. So with regard
to the long-term effect, the future generation would suffer a lot.
(Interviewed on 23 May 2013)
The usage of “die” is possibly not in the literal sense, but it
sharply contravenes the ofﬁcial claims of both CSR and sustainable
development. For someone like Howard Bowen, who is known as
the “father of CSR,” business is essentially “of the people, by the
people, and for the people” (1953, 5). Of course, this claim is
questionable when one considers the primary interest of business
to make proﬁts. Ihlen (2009) contends that CSR is a mere corporate function because businesses deﬁne what is sustainable to
align with their proﬁt making motives. Later writers have developed this perspective to include a wide variety of things corporations do, beyond what is required by law, to address myriad
social problems and position themselves in the long-term sustainability of society at large (see Vogel, 2005; Carroll 2008;
Dashwood 2012). But judging that the concept itself lacks clarity
and soundness (Sahlin-Andersson, 2006; White, 2005; Utting and
Marques, 2010), it is not surprising that the concerns raised by
community members contradict what CSR claims to do. One
community member interviewed noted that “all they would leave
us with are the pits they’ve dug which are death traps for someone
who does not know the area well. There has been inadequate
compensation for the lands that were taken so it would just bring
more hardship” (Interviewed on 18 June 2013, Kenyase no. 1).
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Among the various concerns raised by community members
such as pollution (air, water, and noise), inadequate compensation,
land degradation and mining-induced displacement/resettlement,
unemployment was a major issue. Not all community members
expect to be employed but majority of them believe that if the
companies were to employ the youth in some permanent capacity,
there will be dividends that will trickle down to the entire family.
While companies do not have the capacity to absorb all employable young men and women in a particular location, there have
been several actions that have deprived many of their sources of
livelihood. For instance, about thousand workers were laid off
when Goldﬁelds’ closed its three underground labor-intensive
mines in 1999. Increased unemployment due to mine privatization
between 1992 and 1998, and reduction in gold prices, has been
major threats to employment in the gold mining industry in Ghana
(Akabzaa and Darimani, 2001).
A study by Sarfo-Mensah et al. (2010) on youth unemployment
challenges in gold mining areas of Ghana attributed the causes of
unemployment to inadequate skills, unwillingness of some youth
to work in any other establishment apart from the mine, refusal to
go into farming, lack of capital to set up businesses after apprenticeship. In addition to these factors, ﬂuctuations in the price of
gold have also caused unemployment in the gold mining industry.
For instance, the falling price of gold in 2014 resulted in about
8700 lose of jobs in the mining industry of Ghana. Thus, the sector
was made up of 21,103 jobs/positions in 2013 but this reduced to
12,382 in 2014 due to measures geared at cutting down operational cost. This means that 41% of the workforce lost their livelihoods. Similarly, the Ghana Mineworkers Union data revealed that
between January 2013 and March 2014, it lost 3080 members
constituting about 16 person of its membership through retrenchment attributed to the fall in gold prices (Ghanaweb, 2015).
Goldﬁelds has contributed towards employment in their communities but studies suggest that this is not enough as residents
continue to complain about the lack of jobs in the area, especially
with the mining company (Agergaard et al., 2009). As noted by one
opinion leader at Koduakrom, “unemployment is a big issue over
here. We have been saying to them to give our youths permanents
jobs and not contract ones because most of these people can facilitate development in our communities” (Interviewed on 18 December 2015). The case is no different for Newmont. Local people
interviewed alleged that available jobs are often given to outsiders
at the expense of qualiﬁed people in the local communities. Although the discussion focused on CSR and sustainable mining
practice, many of these participants saw the lack of employment
opportunities as a way of delineating a company interested in the
future of the community to one that is not. Even in cases where
skills’ training is provided to local women (an endeavor that both
Goldﬁelds and Newmont undertake) due to the identiﬁed gendered impacts of mining, there is hardly any start-up capital for
them to establish their own enterprise.
Despite the extent to which communities are disgruntled over
employment issues, the plethora of current CSR endeavors fail to
adequately deal with it either through the provision of employment for those they can legitimately absorb or assisting with
meaningful training towards alternative career options. Downing
(2002) contends that employment in the mining sector cannot
substitute for lost local jobs. This is so because in adhering to
sustainability terms, the argument will only stand if the lifespan of
the mine will be equal to the lifespan of the sustainable economy
it destroys. Our position is quite in line with the argument of
Downing but ideally, the rule of natural justice would have it that
once a person has been deprived of his or her land, the necessary
form of longer term compensation is employment. An opinion
leader at Damang expressed this as follows:
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We expect that once you take our lands from us, you employ
our children so they can earn income to be able to cater for us.
We are always told to educate our children before they can
employ them. We use the little money we have to do so and the
end result is that our children still do not get employment in
the mines (Interviewed on 22 December 2015, Damang).
Having said that, it seems companies are aware of their role in
long-term development. As highlighted by a community relations
ofﬁcer at Newmont, “we can’t mine here after 10–15 years and the
communities don’t see change in their lives. We see that our being
here should see communities better off than we came to meet our
communities” (Interviewed on 19 June 2013, Ntotroso). Yet, the reality is that this ideal is not fully carried through in the manner intentioned, and in fact, mining companies are ill equipped to address
long-term development concerns. The overarching point is that if
mining companies are indeed concerned about sustainability and the
non-ﬁnancial bottom-line, as some proponents would have us believe (see Elkington, 1994, 1998, 2006; Slapper and Hall 2011; Willard
2012), then based on these perceptions one can resolve that these
two companies have not succeeded in their quest despite the several
‘long-term' projects undertaken. This is because the telling concerns
appear to outweigh any existing project or program meant to appease host communities. Additionally, it is presently hard to believe
the current practices of companies would advance community development in a manner expected by its strongest advocates and
critics. Besides the already established challenge encountered in
measuring the non-ﬁnancial aspects of a company (Robins, 2006),
negative community perceptions of what holds for community
members upon mine closure accentuate another fundamental ﬂaw of
the discourse of sustainable mining – especially one that transcends
land reclamation and disjointed CSR activities.

7. Conclusions and future research direction
Our analysis so far has shown how sustainable mining practice
often contravenes what the notion is in principle. Examining the
three different interpretations of sustainability deduced from the
practices of mining companies in Ghana, this paper has shed light
on the hierarchy that underscores what these companies consider
as sustainable behavior or practice. The goal of the paper has not
been to get companies to forcefully take up developmental responsibilities that exceed their abilities because research has already shown they cannot take up such a responsibility and carry it
through in a meaningful manner (Frynas, 2005; Idemudia 2010;
Andrews 2013). However, the argument has been that if mining
companies will continue to showcase themselves as engaging in
sustainable practices then there is the need to examine what they
mean when speaking of sustainability and the extent to which
such discourse could distort our understanding of how much they
can and should do in host communities. Sneddon (2000: 525)
argues that to understand sustainability, questions such as “what is
being sustained, at what scale, by and for whom, and using what
institutional mechanisms” must be critically investigated. Answering these questions will mean that researchers must be able
to discover innovative responses to sustainability and also determine the responses that can be understood and utilized within
a particular spatial and temporal dimension (Sneddon, 2000).
Based on the discussions above, it is prudent to give a number
of suggestions for the improvement of the sector. First, for the
legislature and the Ministry of Lands and Natural Resources, laws
governing compensation and resettlements must be revised to
address the injustices landowners face. Community members’ input must be incorporated in revising these laws especially members whose lands have been affected by past and present mining

84

M. Essah, N. Andrews / Resources Policy 50 (2016) 75–85

activities. Involvement of this nature should be in place from the
licensing stage till the end of the mine. Secondly, in light of the
inability to regulate CSR itself, there should be some clear legislation on what sustainable mining implies and the acceptable
measures that need to be put in place to ensure that companies
follow through. While we have argued that mining companies are
ill equipped to pursue this goal, the fact that there is a great deal of
rhetorical reference to it in corporate discourse implies that the
Minerals Commission, for instance, could take the lead in framing
the discourse.
Thirdly, since employment remains a fundamental issue of
concern in host communities, district assemblies and appropriate
governing authorities should take full responsibility of their developmental roles. While capacity building is useful, emphasis
should be placed on opportunity as well. This will ensure that
those who beneﬁt from training will either be absorbed by the
companies or be able to set up their own businesses. If royalties
that go to the government were to effectively trickle down to the
affected communities, some of these could be put towards providing the seed capital needed to set up a business instead of relying on non-existent jobs in the mines. In order “not to divert
attention from systemic political and economic solutions that can
come from within,” as argued by Andrews (2013: 69), “the Ghanaian government should play its part in addressing the basic
concerns of communities.” In sum, sustainability of mining communities should not be left in the hands of corporations who have
a primary objective to make proﬁts and please their shareholders.
Lastly, this paper underscores the need for a proper introspection into responses to address the social aspect of sustainable development, which has largely been ignored by mining
companies. While there has been a surge towards utilizing Social
Impact Analysis (SIA) to incorporate sustainability and development in order to bridge the gap between companies and communities, this has not worked in a practical sense because most
companies focus on Social Impact Analysis as project planning
tools. Greater attention must be shifted to adopting Social Development Needs Analysis (SDNA) which “embed concepts of sustainability and social development into core business strategies by
linking the future of the company with the future of the local
community” (Esteves and Vanclay, 2009:137). This undertaking
will require a major shift in a corporation's modus operandi.
In terms of direction, future research in the gold mining sector
of Ghana could focus on how impact and beneﬁt agreements can
be a useful tool to address sustainable development in Ghana.
Also, research geared towards understanding public participation
as mechanism to ensure better CSR policies are implemented can
also be examined. This is not to suggest that participation will
necessarily salvage a concept that is usually at a crossroads, but
there is currently no sufﬁcient data that highlight the extent to
which proper public involvement and buy-in could advance longterm developmental and livelihood projects. Also, there should be
more research that seeks to understand community members’
perceptions about mine reclamation, especially since that is a
primary reference point of how sustainable mining companies
consider themselves to be. This research will entail the breaking
down of the process from a technical to a non-technical one so
that the average local resident can understand. Another interesting
future research would be to compare a mine in distress and a
ﬂourishing mine in order to understand how such circumstances
inﬂuence companies’ sustainability practices.
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