
Introduction
The Artisanal and Small-scale Mining 

(ASM) sector in Uganda employs 40,000 

women (1). A significant portion of these 

are adolescent girls and young women 

(AGYW) age 10-24 years. ASM communities 

experience socio-economic instability which 

impacts AGYW work. AGYW experience 

multiple gendered socio-economic and 

health vulnerabilities that affect their well-

being and resilience during crises (2, 3). Our 

team sought to assess the economic, health 

impacts and the resilience of adolescent 

girls in unplanned mining communities and 

coping mechanisms during the COVID-19 

pandemic to support their future resilience 

and ability to cope during recovery and in 

similar future crises. 
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Problem and Context
Contrary to the sustainable development 

goal vision to leave no one behind, AGYW 

in ASM have not been targeted for 

interventions to address their dire situation.  

AGYW experience multiple gendered 

socio-economic and health vulnerabilities 

that affect their well-being and resilience 

during crises. 

Driven by poverty and social challenges, 

AGYW in ASM are forced to work under 

precarious conditions that in some cases 

increase their vulnerabilities.  It is,therefore, 

imperative to use this research-based 

evidence, to address the gender and work 

relevant priority issues of this vulnerable 

population.

Our Approach 
We used a mixed-methods study 

design with AGYW that involved data 

collection, prioritizing needs, and 

designing an intervention. The study 

was conducted in Eastern (Busia and 

Namayingo districts) and Central 

(Kassanda and Mubende districts) 

regions of Uganda MGLSD. Methods 

of data collection included a survey 

of 810 AGYW; 25 key informant 

interviews (KI) with national and 

community level policymakers, leaders, 

and government-affiliated individuals; 

10 in-depth interviews with AGYW; 

eight focus group discussions with 

AGYW, and five participatory multi 

stakeholder workshops. 

We found out that economic vulnerability 

of AGYW increased due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, and it is yet to stabilize. Many 

of the AGYW in ASM are desperate, 

facing extreme poverty and social, sexual 

and reproductive health challenges. They 

are ethnically diverse, with foreigners 

constituting 10% of the participants, the 

majority are primary school dropouts or 

had no formal education (64%), 30% had 

lost one or both parents, 41% are below 

20 years and 45% are migrants.

Artisanal and Small-scale Mining social 

settings are male dominated with 

low levels of gender awareness and 

economic and human rights. Payments, 

property ownership, and decision 

making concerning whether to work, and 

sometimes type of work are dominated or 

favor men.  However, local stakeholders 

are open to interventions that address 

these gender issues. 

Key Findings
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Work 
The strict gender division of labour in 

ASM and taboos developed around 

mining activities restrict women’s 

effective participation in mining. A key 

informant reported the following:

 “There are superstitions about women 
going down the pit. It is for their safety 
because of the risk of accidents and 
sexual abuse. However, their inability 
to see what happens in the pit leads to 
exploitation, and underpayment. Female 
investors are usually get ripped off.” (Key 
informant, Central Region) 

AGYW and men in ASM communities 

have low financial literacy. Only 26% 

belong to a savings or investment group. 

The majority of AGYW’s male partners 

are reckless spenders and neglect 

family support.  However, developing 

the organization and financial literacy 

capacity amongst AGYW and men has 

potential for high socio-economic impact.   

Child care is another major work challenge 

with respect to material resources and time 

commitment, limiting AGYW’s efficiency – 

many had to stop working or carry their 

children to work. Fathers rarely participate. 

“We women are always looking after the 
children. Where do I leave these children? 
… You feel like swallowing them and you 
cannot… you have to ensure that they 
survive. If you are to die, you die with 
them.” - Single mother, Central Region.

 “Male ASM behave like fishermen; they 
live from hand to mouth. When they get 
substantial monies, they disappear from 
their homes until all the money is spent. It’s 
risky living; they need alternative sources 
of income.” (Key informant, Eastern 
Region)
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•	 AGYW work under precarious 
conditions that include being 
trafficked, sexual harassment,  
forced transactional sex in 
exchange for opportunity 
to work or outright sex work 
especially for AGYW working 
in bars. AGYW engage in 

risky sexual behaviors to get 

opportunities to work or in 

exchange for cash or gold ore. 

Sexual harassment in such 

contexts is also common. 

“When girls go to the mines, 
often it is ‘you give me I give 
you’. Young girls want to survive. 
They will do whatever the boy 
asks in order to get soil that 
contains gold.
“When you critically consider 
this place, what can one do 
to earn a living? We pose as 
waitresses, vendors yet in actual 
sense we are commercial sex 
workers.” (AGYW, Central 
Uganda)

Relatedly, alcohol and substance 

use are additional occupational 

hazards. 

Occupational Health
•	 Occupational health is a 

significant concern. The 
AGYW that are engaged in 
processing work are exposed 
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to mercury poisoning, inhalation 
of dust, and communities 
experience environmental 
pollution and degradation. 

•	 Nearly all (97%) of AGYW 
engage in gold ore processing 
using mercury without 
protective gear, both part- and 
full-time exposing them and 
sometimes children to health 
risks

•	 28% reported mercury related 
health impacts which health 
facilities are ill prepared to 
manage. A young woman who 
has worked in ore processing for 
a long time reported:

“I feel numb and very cold most of 
the time. I have sores on my legs that 
won’t heal so I have suspended work 
in processing” (Young ASM woman, 
Central Region)

“Miners use mercury which 
contaminates the water used for 
drinking. If you interview people 
you will realize that a big number 
has issues with the liver, which they 
usually attribute to witchcraft.”  
(Key informant, Eastern Uganda) 

•	 Health challenges in ASM 
communities are intersectoral in 
nature, requiring strengthening 
of existing stakeholder 
collaboration, including NGOs 
in the design services that target 
these vulnerable adolescent 
populations.

Recommendations 
Findings from the study included Ministry-specific 
opportunities but also highlight the need for intersectional 
collaboration to improve both short term and long term 
social, health and economic outcomes. We urge the Ministry 
of Gender, Labour,  and Social Development (MGLSD) to:
•	 Facilitate opportunities for alternative jobs or income 

generating activities through provision of start-up 
capital for business, or loans

•	 Financial literacy training 
•	 Encourage village banking, village saving and loans 

associations in mining areas. The groups/associations’ 
focus should be multi sectoral. The groups are essential 
for saving, investment, information, emotional/social 
support, and creation of a shared voice 

•	 Facilitate vocational training/skills training
•	 Collaborate with other key line ministries to review 

existing labour laws, regulations and standard to 
improve on the working conditions in artisanal mining 
areas and  protect female and male young ASM workers 
from exploitation 

•	 Involve young women in decision making at the different 
ASM governance levels

•	 Consider instituting daycare institutions or supporting 
community-based care  

•	 Enforce occupational safety regulations despite the 
informal nature of ASM

•	 Education on risks of using mercury, provision of 
alternatives and close monitoring and enforcement of 
compliance

•	 Work with Ministry of Local Government, Ministry of 
Health, and Ministry of Education &Sports and districts 
to improve on service delivery in artisanal mining 
communities

Way forward
The MOGLSD should consider collaborating with relevant 
ministries and other development partners at national and 
subnational levels to address critical work and occupational 
safety concerns of the AGYW and the ASM sector in general 
while awaiting formalization of the sector. 
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