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ABSTRACT
An increasing share of Madagascar’s population is dependent on 

artisanal and small-scale mining (AMS) as a source of livelihood. 

However, this unregulated activity has numerous repercussions 

on the miners themselves and on neighboring communities. This 

study explores the perception of mining of those indirectly affec-

ted by its growing presence. Farmers and fishers were intervie-

wed to better understand the perceived impacts of AMS on 

communities situated at varying distances from mining activity. 

The results of this first qualitative study show that positive or ne-

gative perception may be linked to geographical distance to 

mines. Those living in mining-communities may reap more bene-

fits from the proximity than those living further away, who mainly 

experience negative effects. The results from this small sample 

will need to further be empirically tested.

RÉSUMÉ
Une part croissante de la population de Madagascar tire l’essen-

tiel de ses moyens de subsistance de l’exploitation minière artisa-

nale et à petite échelle. Cependant, cette activité non- 

réglementée a de nombreuses répercussions sur les mineurs eux-

mêmes et sur les communautés voisines. Cette étude explore 

comment les riverains indirectement touchés perçoivent l’exploi-

tation minière qu’ils rencontrent de plus en plus souvent. Des 

paysans et des pêcheurs de communautés basées à des 

distances variées des activités minières ont été interviewés afin 

de mieux comprendre les impacts perçus de l’exploitation minière 

artisanale. Les résultats de cette première étude qualitative 

montrent que des perceptions positives ou négatives pourraient 

être liées à la distance entre les lieux de vie des communautés et 

les mines. Les habitants vivant au sein de communautés minières 

pourraient tirer plus de profit de cette proximité que ceux vivant 

plus loin et ressentant principalement des effets négatifs. Les 

résultats de ce premier échantillon devront être vérifiés de 

manière empirique.

INTRODUCTION
The extraction of Madagascar’s mineral resources has been gai-

ning momentum in the last few decades (Sarrasin 2007, Huff 2016, 

INSTAT 2016), attracting both large scale mining companies as 

well as an increasing number of fortune seekers looking for gems, 

forming a considerable large unregulated mining sector. These ar-

tisanal miners perform this activity without long-term planning 

and use simple extraction techniques (Hinton et al. 2003, Cardiff 

and Andriamanalina 2007, Gorenflo et al. 2011). Although the im-

pacts of large scale mining (LSM) operations have often been des-

cribed (Harbinson 2007, Sarrasin 2007, Ballet and Randrianalijaona 

2014, Randriamamonjy et al. 2015), the social, economic and envi-

ronmental impacts of artisanal and small scale mining (ASM) are 

often not so well documented and subject to increasing discus-

sions due to its informal and often illegal nature (Hinton et al. 

2003, Duffy 2007, Tilghman et al. 2007, Cook and Healy 2012). Al-

though environmental and mining permits allowing ASM opera-

tions are issued by the authorities in Madagascar, much of the 

mining takes place without such permits having been obtained, 

with illegal extraction in protected areas being of key concern 

(Cook and Healy 2012, World Bank 2013). Previously depicted as 

an activity practiced by individuals to earn large amounts of cash 

in short amounts of time (World Bank 2005), there is a growing 

consensus surrounding the link between growth of artisanal mi-

ning and poverty, with ASM often being amongst the few alterna-

tive forms of livelihood diversification available to these 

individuals (Siegel and Veiga 2010, Canavesio 2014, Hilson 2016). It 

seems that more than opportunistic, engagement in ASM is more 

a result of lack of options, rather than a high risk/high reward stra-

tegy (Hilson 2010, Banchirigah and Hilson 2010, Canavesio 2014, 

Hilson 2016). Engaging in ASM often lead to increasing vulnerabili-

ty, not the opposite (Cartier 2009).

The impacts of mining on Madagascar’s natural environment 

are wide-ranging, from landscape changes, water pollution, to 

hunting of already scares animals (Tilghman et al. 2007, Gorenflo 
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et al. 2011), although it has been argued that impacts of ASM are 

restricted due to the localised nature of extraction (Cartier 2009). 

However, illegal mining taking place within national parks and 

other protected areas leading to the deterioration of local eco-

systems is a source of concern for authorities and conservatio-

nists (Walsh 2004, Duffy 2005, Walsh 2013, Huff 2016).

Unlike large scale mining that has been supported by the 

Malagasy Government and the World Bank, ASM has commonly 

been negatively depicted by these institutions (World Bank 2005, 

Canavesio 2014). Although the World Bank (2015) is changing its 

standpoint, pushing for the formalisation of the ASM sector, these 

attempts have largely been put on the back burner by the new 

government instated in 2013 (Huff 2016).

Little information is available on the perception of ASM within 

local populations, and about the impacts that farmers – being the 

main resource users of Madagascar (Kull 2012, Rakotoarisoa et al. 

2015) – view as stemming from this activity.  Our study took place 

in the Maningory watershed, encompassing part of the Alaotra-

Mangoro and Analanjirofo regions (Figure 1), from 27 October to 

10 December 2015. As well as being agricultural hubs of the coun-

try (Andrianandrasana et al. 2005, Alizany et al. 2010), both regions 

are home to LSM and ASM activities, attracting an inflow of indivi-

duals and contributing to an increasing population (Raharinirina 

2013, Rendigs et al. 2015, INSTAT 2016). We were interested in gai-

ning a better understanding of the way farmers and fishers, two of 

the main resource users of these regions (Katila et al. 2014, Rako-

toarisoa et al. 2015), experience mining. Our first research 

question focused on how these resource users perceive mining. 

Secondly, we were interested in identifying the personal conse-

quences they perceive as stemming from ASM.

METHODOLOGY
Our three study sites (Figure 1) were the villages of Antanandava, 

Vohimarina and Vavatenina, representing a transect of the Manin-

gory watershed and being at varying distances from mining activi-

ty, the most prominent locations often mentioned by participants 

being in the regions of Didy, Andilamena, and several small sites 

near or within Zahamena National Park (Figure 1). Due to the 

informal nature of the mining, information about exact distances 

to the sites was not available. 

Participants were selected per their profession (farmer 

and/or fisher), i.e., individuals who do not depend on mining as 

their main source of income, and age (between 25 and 65), with 

the aim of having a balanced representation of men and women. 

The subject of mining was identified as being relevant to farmers 

during a series of six focus group discussions (Kitzinger 1994) 

conducted in the three study sites (Figure 1) and comprised of a 

total of 30 participants. Having obtained the consent to interview 

the participants (Wilmé et al. 2016), these focus groups explored 

the broad subject of change, where mining and the extent of its 

impacts were often discussed. The notes taken during the focus 

groups were translated from Malagasy into French by a member 

of the research team having facilitated the discussions (A.R.), be-

fore being discussed and verified with the other members. Follo-

wing this first phase of focus groups, we conducted 30 

semi-structured interviews in the three study sites (10 per village, 

with 40.0% female respondents overall and 13.3% fishers). Partici-

pants were firstly asked whether they saw mining in a positive or 

negative light. Secondly, they were asked about the consequences 

of mining for themselves and their community. Each interview was 

translated as soon as possible after having been conducted from 

Malagasy into French (A.R.). We used the binomial test to de-

termine whether there were significant sex, age, or profession dif-

ferences in positive and negative views.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The qualitative results of this small sample (n=30) give an insight 

into farmers’ perceptions and allow for the development of hypo-

theses that will need to be empirically tested. Although a quarter 

of participants perceived mining favourably, the remaining three-

quarters strongly believed this activity had negative effects for 

themselves and their community. Only one participant had a 

mixed view about the activity, pointing out both positive and nega-

tive impacts. There were no significant gender, age, or profession 

differences in terms of positive or negative views.

The participants identified 16 consequences of mining activi-

ties (Figure 2). The two most mentioned impacts relate to environ-

mental effects of mining (soil degradation and forest degradation), 

which indirectly affect farmers’ livelihoods and yields, as put for-

ward by a participant: “(…) it leads to forest destruction which in 

turn leads to the absence of rain and waste covering fields, which 

leads to decreasing soil fertility” (P10). Several participants further 

put forward its direct impact on agriculture, as many male farmers 

try their luck searching for gems, leading to fewer people working 

the fields and therefore less produce available on the market. Par-

ticipants mentioned that the attractiveness of becoming wealthy 

very fast pushed certain youngsters to drop out of school to work 

in the mines, often without their parents’ consent, as one partici-

pant explained: “(…) children do not want to go to school any-

more and drop out to go earn money at the mines” (P25). 

Positive aspects were identified by 26.7% of participants, the 

most often mentioned being the increase in farmers’ standard of 

living, as villages close to mining activities experienced increasing 

inflows of people. One participant explained the impact mines 

Figure 1. Delimitation of the Maningory watershed and location of the three study 
sites. Areas near Andilamena, Didy and Zahamena National Park are home to 
some of the most prominent mining sites in the region.
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have had on him by “(…) the creation of work as a brick vendor, 

as there is an increasing number of people coming to the area” 

(P04). This can lead to a larger customer base and increasing op-

portunities for farmers to earn extra income. At a larger scale, this 

can be linked to employment creation and regional development, 

put forward by one participant, as mining activity “(…) increases 

my standard of living as my number of clients increases” (P08). 

Figure 3 illustrates the geographical distribution of the posi-

tive and negative views between the three study sites. The village 

of Antanandava showed the highest percentage of support, whe-

reas Vavatenina the least. Although as previously stated exact 

distances to mines were not available, Antanandava is known for 

its proximity to mines and is the gateway to the Zahamena Natio-

nal Park (Figure 1), where rumours of gold mining are common-

place throughout the region, also having been mentioned by 

several participants.

The sample shows that there may be a geographical relation 

between support and opposition towards mining activities. We 

hypothesise that support or opposition to mining may be linked to 

a village’s distance to the activity, with villages that are closer rea-

ping more benefits such as larger client bases, whereas villages 

further away experience the negative impacts such as farmers 

leaving to go to the mines, without having any of the potential po-

sitive impacts reaching them. Mining communities, i.e. villages 

where a significant share of its population work in mining and 

where extracted commodities are sold (Cartier 2009), may there-

fore have more positive views of the activity than non-mining 

communities, where different – mostly negative – impacts of this 

activity are felt. 

The consequences of mining identified by participants are 

closely linked to changes they generally see as affecting them, 

connected to environmental and agricultural issues affecting the 

livelihoods of these populations (Banchirigah and Hilson 2010, Ra-

kotoarisoa 2015). Socio-economic impacts are also emphasised, 

although to a lesser extent. This could imply that when conside-

ring quality of life, farmers attribute most value to securing their li-

velihood (Scoones 1998), with other factors seen as being 

secondary to their well-being. Bebbington (1999) puts forward the 

importance of social capital relative to the other four capital as-

sets – namely natural, human, cultural, and produced capital – 

stating that this asset plays a key role in determining rural 

people’s livelihoods, in that it “facilitates forms of action that one 

would expect enhance peoples’ livelihoods” (Bebbington 1999: 

2037). In the case of mining, this could imply that the social inter-

actions and assets derived from these, both for miners and for 

those living within the mining community, lead to improved liveli-

hoods even if at the cost of for example natural capital. The in-

crease in social capital could be brought about for example 

through increased interactions due to the flow of people coming 

and going through the village. Environmental issues will directly 

affect farmers’ livelihoods, however farmers who are also indi-

rectly benefiting from ASM – or directly if they partake in mining 

as a secondary activity – may have their natural capital assets de-

creased, but their access to another form of capital improved. 

Thus, although those whose livelihoods have improved through 

the development of this activity will perceive it favourably, those 

whose capitals and therefore livelihood have been negatively af-

fected, even indirectly and/or from a distance, will have a negative 

stance towards the subject. These hypotheses would however 

need to be tested with a larger sample.

CONCLUSION
This first qualitative exploration of perception of ASM of those 

indirectly affected by it, also being the main resource users of the 

Maningory watershed, gives a first insight into how this activity 

may be unevenly affecting communities of these regions. Further 

research is needed to better understand how mining impacts the 

quality of life both of its workers and of mining community inhabi-

tants working in the agricultural sector. Furthermore, little is 

known about the factors pushing farmers of the Alaotra to change 

their life-long trade and enter the mining sector – whether they do 

so as a form of opportunity to ‘get rich quick’, or out of necessity 

and on a long-term basis, as a form of diversification. It is first ne-

cessary to understand the nature of ASM and the perceptions of 

those living with and around it to gain a better understanding 

about how to potentially improve the management of this growing 

activity and its many consequences.

Figure 2. Consequences of mining identified by participants (n=30). Positive 
identified aspects are in grey.

Figure 3. Geographical distribution of positive and negative views.
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