
 

  

 

   
     

      

 
 

   

  
 

6 The ‘open cut’ in drylands 
Challenges of artisanal mining 
and pastoralism encountering 
industrial mining, development, 
and resource grabbing 

Troy Sternberg, Matthieu Bolay, Tobias Haller, and 
Thomas Niederberger 

Introduction 

The history of mining in drylands extends for thousands of years. In antiquity, 
the Persians, Egyptians, and Romans were masters of extraction as gold, copper, 
silver, and so on were mined across the Middle East and Africa (Bromehead 1940). 
Mining is documented for millennia across the Central Asian and Mongolian 
steppe (Hsu et al. 2016). Nixon et al. (2011) write about copper extraction in the 
Sahel a thousand years ago and note that the Malian empire was the world’s major 
gold producer in the Middle Ages (Kevane 2015). While the context and meth-
ods have evolved over the centuries, mining continues to confgure society and 
arid environments from the Sahara to the Gobi. In these locales, pastoralists and 
agrarians have practised customary livelihoods for generations; today artisanal 
mining, multinational corporations, terrorist groups, and states all seek to control 
or derive beneft from resource extraction. State actors, mine license holders, and 
armed groups compete and confict with communities over traditional land use. 
In marginal drylands, mining’s detrimental impacts affect inhabitants, local gov-
ernance, security, and livelihoods. 

Drylands are contentious mining zones due to limited water, marginal envi-
ronments, and extensive livelihoods such as pastoralism and subsistence farm-
ing. The common notion is that drylands are wastelands and thus exploitable 
(Mortimore et al. 2009). Here, we investigate mining struggles in two drylands— 
the Sahel (Niger, Mali) and Inner Asian Gobi (Mongolia)—where a confu-
ence of forces present mining-related challenges to agro-pastoralism, including 
challenges of reduced mobility, social viability, pollution of resources, and state 
security (Niederberger et al. 2016; Sternberg et al. 2020). Previously considered 
‘remote’, drylands are now at the forefront of climate change, sociopolitical con-
fict, resource extraction, and state fragility. Residents, often mobile pastoralists, 
agriculturalists, or artisanal miners, experience rapid transitions that reconfgure 
lives, land tenure, mobility, and common-property institutions. Degradation and 
fragmentation of grazing lands from mining processes impact land use, migration, 
and animal and human health, and they undermine resilience and livelihoods 
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94 Troy Sternberg et al. 

(Haller 2020). In the Sahel, armed militia and terrorist groups assert authority 
over vast regions as state control dissipates. In Mongolia, climate variability and 
water conficts related to mines threaten pastoralists where precipitation is less 
than 100 mm annually. Dryland marginality—low moisture, limited ecological 
productivity, distance from services—is further exacerbated by the new social and 
economic forces initiated by mining. 

Outsiders from urban centres or foreign investors can control land and over-
rule customary tenure patterns. Commons grabbing, a consequence of resource 
extraction, undermines local people (Haller 2020) via state legal enforcement, 
where mining licenses exert economic infuence and impose overriding, legalized 
rights (Niederberger et al. 2016). The endemic challenge of access to water as a 
scarce and unpredictable resource is complicated by mining’s massive demand 
for water. Furthermore, climate factors disproportionally affect environmentally 
based agro-pastoral lives. Here, historically rooted land-grabbing processes can 
nullify notions of territoriality and acceptable land use, as core livelihoods are 
peripheralized and made untenable (Haller 2019). 

The inexorable demand for minerals, funded by international investments, has 
long dominated desert spheres. Driven by the market value of certain minerals 
(e.g. lithium, rare earth elements, graphite) for so-called green technology in-
tensifes mineral production (Vidal et  al. 2013; Sovacool et  al. 2020). Mining-
community conficts, once about jobs, local benefts, and degradation, and 
intensifed by climate factors, are now also about investment schemes and state 
development. These processes are tracked on social media by civil society and 
international agencies. Refecting global agendas, our Sahel case study, with its 
mines important for France in relation to its colonial legacy, is a context hosting 
the French military and encountering insecurity driven by extremist groups and 
migration routes to Europe. Mongolia, on China’s border, has become the latter’s 
largest source of coal imports: it promotes resource nationalism, though mining 
accounts for 80% of exports (Enkhjargal 2021). Business models and infrastruc-
ture development seldom consider desert residents, nor does the rush to extrac-
tion recognize artisanal mining as a worthy or viable option. Licenses are issued 
in capital cities, while impacts are felt in rural peripheries; the story on the ground 
is one of rapid transition, a struggle to sustain livelihoods, and communities de-
prived of state support and even minimal public services. 

The business strategies and perspectives in our focus regions centre on multi-
national extraction by corporations such as Rio Tinto in Mongolia, Centerra in 
Kyrgyzstan, and Areva in the Sahel, joined by Chinese frms as part of the Belt 
and Road Initiative. These multi-million to multi-billion US dollar investments 
generate signifcant state revenue and political support. Their ability to obtain 
mining licenses often contravenes existing communal land use and tenure sys-
tems, contributing to local uncertainty and income loss. The intensifcation and 
technological levels require skills beyond those of local communities, with resi-
dents neglected or displaced in this approach. Existing livelihoods are disrupted 
as control and militarized enclosures (fencing, securitization, closing off of water 
access) discourage artisanal mining, livestock grazing, and farming. Responses 
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vary from an exodus to urban centres, to affliation with non-state organizations 
such as the many extremist groups that have mushroomed in the Sahel. Residents 
are unable to hold responsible parties to account—industry claims license re-
quirements are satisfed, while government engagement in rural drylands is weak 
or absent and is increasingly discharged to mining companies (Bolay and Knier-
zinger 2021). Mining activities transition communities away from past practices 
to new uncertainties. 

This chapter illustrates mining implications, through dryland case studies in 
the Sahel region (uranium in Niger, gold in Mali) and arid Mongolia (gold, cop-
per). State involvement enables a discourse promoting development that contrib-
utes to a positive framing of mining in drylands. Resulting economic dependency 
and environmental degradation are externalized, borne by local people, their 
livestock, and future generations. In weak states, this opens access for the most 
powerful actors. Common strategies of transnational mining companies across 
drylands refect their collaboration with state actors and their impact on develop-
ment discourse. 

Asymmetric power conficts surrounding mining activities are often presented 
negatively as being between local actors and companies and states. Yet one case 
study identifes how a community and mine were able to reduce confict through 
dialogue and mediation (Sternberg et al. 2020). Here, the mega-mining transition 
has already occurred; the community now adapts to the resultant changes, which 
are improved by facilitated discussion. 

Though separated by distance, history, and culture, the Sahel and Gobi share 
the process of mining, experiencing the disruption to communal lands and mo-
bile lives and the uncertainty about future roles for the actors involved or af-
fected by mining projects. This refects the arid zone conundrum of protecting 
lives in regions considered expendable wastelands. Moving beyond local contexts, 
the points raised are common across global resource extraction: its impacts and 
local responses to them. Our insights expand documentation and discussion of 
communities facing the ‘open cut’ (surface excavation) of mining that challenges 
dryland homes, mobility, and fexibility. They also exemplify different ontologies 
regarding what constitutes the so-called environment or cultural drylands land-
scapes for local actors, on the one hand, and a mineral asset for exchange between 
local actors and the mining companies, on the other hand. However, our study 
also shows that there have always been local mining strategies embedded in early 
empires as well as in today’s transnational corporate business, which is a further 
‘glocal’ link full of power asymmetries. 

Undermining pastoralism: uranium mining in Niger 

The case of uranium mining in the Sahel-Sahara in northern Niger is a paradig-
matic example of the ‘faux construction’ of drylands as ‘marginal’ regions. Niger 
is consistently considered a ‘poor’ and politically powerless country, ranked at 
the bottom of all global development indexes and hardly ever mentioned in in-
ternational press coverage, unless for the surge of violent extremism. Even more, 
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the desert of northern Niger is further marginalized within the national political 
setting dominated by ethnic Haussa elites from the southern capital of Niamey. 
However, this perception of marginality is also faux, if one takes into account 
that uranium from Arlit has been a central element to every French household 
and industry, as well as to the geo-political positioning of the former colonial 
power that became one of a select few ‘nuclear powers’, with a permanent seat 
on the UN Security Council. France, which relies on nuclear energy for 80% of 
electricity production, sources between 25 and 40% of its uranium fuel from Niger 
(Granvaud 2012: 63), with Australia, Canada, and Kazakhstan also notable sup-
pliers. The marginal position of Niger, which may at frst glance seem an ‘obvious 
consequence’ of its ‘remote and hostile geography’, is in fact the result of a system-
atic process of invisibilization along the production line of a key ingredient to the 
French economic and political model, a model that revolves around nuclear power 
for electricity and the deterrence effect of nuclear weapons. 

The Niger case also shows how large-scale mining has severe impacts and trans-
forms the entire political and ecological landscape far beyond the surroundings 
of actual mining sites. It illustrates some of the specifc characteristics of mining 
impacts on the inhabitants of drylands: (1) the increasing scarcity and contamina-
tion of water and the resulting aggravated competition over this vital resource; (2) 
the impact on movement and migration patterns, including the sedentarization of 
(formerly) mobile pastoralists; and (3) the intensifed political marginalization of 
already discriminated-against indigenous peoples (in this case, the Tuareg Berber 
nomadic pastoralists), leading to very limited options for them to express opposi-
tion through democratic deliberation, which in turn favours a pattern of retreat and 
sometimes violent confrontation. Not all of these impacts can be attributed exclu-
sively to the mining activity; however, all of them are further exacerbated by it. 

Uranium mining in Niger began in 1971 at the open-pit mine SOMAÏR 
(Société des Mines de l’Aïr) in the proximity of the northern Niger settlement 
called Arlit, which consequently grew into a major town. This was followed in 
1978 by the underground mine COMINAK (Compagnie Minière d’Akouta), close 
to Akouta. Both mines were under majority ownership and operated by Areva, a 
company controlled by the French state. Due to high prices, uranium exploration 
activities multiplied in the 2000s, bringing in a multitude of investors from differ-
ent countries (notably, Chinese) (Gagnol and Afane 2010; Oxby and Walentowitz 
2016). The uranium price fell following the Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011, 
and the projected boom came to an abrupt halt. The Imouraren project by Areva, 
planned to become the second-largest uranium mine in the world, was stalled at 
an advanced stage of development. Areva was fnally restructured and renamed 
Orano in 2018. In March 2021, production at Akouta (COMINAK) was termi-
nated defnitively, after 75,000 metric tons of uranium had been extracted over its 
40 years of existence. The closure leaves 600 employees and at least 800 subcon-
tractors behind, besides an unknown number of people who depended on second-
ary income from the mine.1 

In the 2000s, uranium exports made up 60–80% of Niger’s foreign exchange 
revenues (Oxby and Walentowitz 2016: 165). However, the inhabitants of northern 
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Niger have seen little benefts from this. The region is part of the vast ancestral 
territories of the fve Tuareg confederations (the Kel Ahaggar and Kel Ajer in the 
north, the Kel Tademakkat and Kel Ayer in the east, and the Kel Tagaraygarayt 
at the centre). Traditionally, the Tuareg are nomadic pastoralists who combined 
camel pastoralism with long-distance trade across the desert, using water sources 
and seasonal pastures on the way, with annual transhumance to the salt pastures 
in the south (Claudot-Hawad and Lefèvre-Witier 2009). The latter took the shape 
of large social gatherings known as tenekkart or cure salée, with an important 
centre in the Nigerian locality of La Gall. These gatherings, which also served 
as political assemblies, were prohibited by the colonial administration. Also, the 
complex and highly adaptive system of customary rights of access to pastures and 
water sources was systematically ignored, neglected, and obstructed by colonial 
and postcolonial authorities. Tuareg refers to this oppression as ahluk n temust 
and ahluk n tamattay, ‘meaning the “annihilation of a nation” or “people” through 
the avoidable destruction of elements, persons, resources or cultural assets that 
are critical for its cohesion and survival’. In their perception, it is an existential 
threat to their society and to the environmental conditions for survival (Oxby 
and Walentowitz 2016: 160–161). 

The imposition of mining areas and towns on customary Tuareg lands led di-
rectly to the disruption of access to water sources and pastures and the distortion 
of migration routes. The production processes of uranium require large quantities 
of water, which is pumped up from underground, in part from non-replaceable, 
fossil aquifers (Dixon 2010: 21–22). Underground mining lowers the water table 
and may make wells run dry. Then there is the contamination by radiation and 
the use of chemical agents for the leaching process, which affect all dimensions of 
the cultural landscape ecosystem: water, air, and soil, as well as human and non-
human health (Collectif Tchinaghen 2008; Dixon 2010; Oxby and Walentowitz 
2016: 196–176). There is a lack of systematic data collection on environmental 
and health impacts; however, the available sources indicate elevated radiation 
levels, while data on incidence of cancer cases is being suppressed by local hospi-
tals, which are under the control of Areva (Granvaud 2012; Oxby and Walentow-
itz 2016; Weira 2016). This points to a common corporate strategy of producing 
‘doubt’ on the actual costs of extraction (Nixon 2011: 39). 

However, a focus on these direct impacts alone risks neglecting the severity 
of indirect impacts related to the change of movement patterns of the Tuareg 
nomadic pastoralists. The disruption of their traditional trade routes and asso-
ciated relationships with settled farmers, exchange of agricultural products with 
animals, salt, and manufactured goods brought across the desert, which dates 
back to the colonial period, was further perpetuated and exacerbated by the 
arrival of uranium mining in Arlit (Oxby and Walentowitz 2016). It continues 
to do so: for the (later stalled) project at Imouraren, the company Areva again 
ignored the presence of pastoralists in the 200 sq km extension of the area 
it acquired for the mining pit and industrial installations, thereby denying its 
responsibility to agree on compensation with customary owners (Gagnol and 
Afane 2010: 9–13). 



 

 
   

 
 
 
 

    
  

 

 

     
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

  
   

 
   

    

  
 

   
 

   
 

 
   

98 Troy Sternberg et al. 

The development of mining towns, with their promise of economic oppor-
tunities and access to services, incentivized the sedentarization of pastoralists. 
However, the access for pastoralists to education and better-paid formal employ-
ment remained very limited, leaving as options only the most precarious jobs and 
subsidiary economic activities, such as petty trading and services. The precarious 
nature of the informal economy around the mining sites in Niger is illustrated 
by the fact that for many years the trading of radioactively contaminated scrap 
metals from the mine was adopted as an income-generating activity by some Arlit 
residents, until this was apparently brought to an end by the company (Weira 
2016). 

For younger people, especially men, the lack of alternatives contributed to mi-
gration to neighbouring countries, sometimes to work as mercenaries in Libya un-
der Muammar Gaddaf (Krings 1995). After the droughts of the 1970s and 1980s, 
many lost their livestock and had no choice but to move to look for other occupa-
tions (Spittler 1993). After the fall of the Gaddaf regime in 2011, many returned 
to Niger and sought other income opportunities, related to the transformation 
of ancient trade routes across the desert. Some of them became involved in the 
transport of migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa to the north (labelled as ‘human 
traffcking’), illicit activities such as the arms and drug trade, and the ‘business’ 
of kidnapping ‘expat’ mine employees to negotiate political infuence and ransom 
payments (Scheele 2012). Since 2011 many have also joined Muslim extremist 
groups (Bøas 2015; Thurston 2020; Chapter 9, this volume). Such activities obvi-
ously play into the framing of the region as home to ‘unruly tribes’, which dates 
to colonial times, and a renewed negative labelling as an ‘extremist’ and potential 
‘terrorist’ space, seen from a European, especially French, perspective. 

The region has a history of Tuareg armed rebellions, such as those in 1990– 
1995 (Krings 1995) and in 2007 (Mouvement des Nigériens pour la Justice; see 
Denis et al. 2008; Keenan 2008, 2009). However, this became of special concern 
internationally in 2012 with the AZAWAD movement, due to the strategic (if 
temporary) alliance of certain Tuareg leaders with Al Qaeda-related groups, who 
quickly managed to take control of northern Mali (Claudot-Hawad 2013; Zoun-
menou 2013; Oxby and Walentowitz 2016: 158). Although many Tuareg leaders 
were killed by Al Qaeda activists trying to take control of what started as a rebel-
lion led by Tuareg, the episode led to the Tuareg’s becoming a target as potential 
‘terrorists’, within a fortifed labelling of the Sahel as part of a dangerous ‘terrorist 
ideoscape’ (see also Andersson 2016; Haller 2020). 

In contrast to other minerals, it is impossible to develop artisanal mining for 
uranium, and in contrast to other examples described in this chapter (Mali– 
Guinea and Mongolia), northern Niger did not know artisanal gold mining until 
recently. The discovery of gold by small-scale gold diggers, frst in the Ténéré de-
sert in 2014 and later in the Aïr Mountains, came as a big surprise (Grégoire and 
Gagnol 2017). Within months, the region became crowded by thousands of arti-
sanal miners and providers of related services, including many Tuareg, impover-
ished city dwellers from Arlit and Agadez, and ‘Libya returnees’, as well as people 
from southern regions of Niger and neighbouring countries—in total, estimated 
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in 2017 at 70,000 people, mostly men (ibid. 15). Though new in the region, this 
source of livelihoods extends the space of artisanal gold mining, whose dynam-
ics have been at play for a number of years in the southern regions of Liptako-
Gourma, and more broadly along the Birimian Belt in Mali and Guinea. While 
the government of Niger frst tried to prohibit the irregular mining owing to se-
curity concerns in and around the fast-sprawling mining camps in the ‘unruly’ 
border region, it quickly became clear that the income generated there constitutes 
a stabilizing factor, keeping unemployed youth away from more problematic ac-
tivities and preventing the risk of another Tuareg rebellion (Chevrillon-Guibert 
et al. 2019; Afane and Gagnol 2021). 

The emerging scenario in northern Niger is thus marked by a new dynamic 
between a declining, highly centralized, industrial type of mining (uranium), 
controlled by a quasi-state-like power, Areva, and the sprawling dynamic around 
the informal gold-mining camps, each with its own boom-and-bust cycle. The 
recent closure of the uranium mine at Akouta and the loss of related subsidiary 
economic activities may also contribute to a further push into artisanal mining. 
The situation presents stark evidence for what has been criticized by local ac-
tivists and NGOs: although built on a discourse of ‘development’ and ‘progress’, 
uranium mining has left little lasting benefts in the area. Instead, its legacy is a 
polluted environment, exhausted natural resources, and severe health problems. 
In contrast, for the gold mining at least, the distribution of income seems to be 
comparatively more equal, and local Tuareg has greater chances to participate 
thanks to their superior knowledge of the territory. This does not change the 
fact that artisanal mining causes considerable damage to the environment and 
health condition of workers, especially where mercury and cyanide are used. It 
remains uncertain how long the currently exploited deposits, and others yet to be 
discovered, will last. 

The adaptation strategies of Tuareg (former) pastoralists to mining can be de-
scribed as a combination of changing movement patterns and related income-
generating activities, especially forms of trade, with temporary settlement in the 
mining towns and, recently, the adoption of artisanal gold mining. A fundamen-
tal opposition to uranium mining is apparently absent; rather, the unjust distri-
bution of mining incomes, the lack of investment in public infrastructure and 
services, and the impacts on health and the environment have been questioned, 
especially since the last peak of uranium prices in the 2000s (see e.g. Collectif 
Tchinaghen 2008). However, the chances of successfully achieving signifcant 
improvement in these areas have been quite limited. It is notable that some of 
the frequently observed strategies adopted by communities in conficts related 
to large-scale mining worldwide do not seem to be very effective in northern 
Niger—including mobilization through civil society networks, social movements, 
labour unions, and political parties on different scales, and from local to interna-
tional advocacy networks, with mass protest and direct action such as roadblocks 
to disrupt production (see Niederberger et al. 2016: 468–488). One reason may 
be that the characteristic ‘drylands’ social structure of mobile pastoralists does 
not favour the everyday resistance practice of ‘staying put’ (Jenkins 2017)—that 
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is, the refusal of settled communities to be reallocated elsewhere to make way 
for mining operations, which again forms the basis on which political mobiliza-
tion can build. Another main hindrance is the political marginalization of the 
Tuareg people, which was further accentuated after they were branded as poten-
tial ‘terrorist supporters’ and drawn into the feld of the global ‘war on terror’. This 
makes legitimate resistance against environmental impacts and the unfair distri-
bution of mining incomes more diffcult. The ‘terrorism ideoscape’ here works as 
an anti-politics machine, which closes the space for democratic deliberation and 
makes invisible the underlying power relations that are at the root of the problem. 

Local artisanal mining as an alternative? Views from gold 
mining in the Sahel 

If one analyses the case of a classic mining constellation such as that in Arlit, 
one wonders if, from a drylands perspective, local mining activities might be a 
much better option in drylands. Gold has been mined for centuries in this re-
gion and historically was the founding economic element of large states in the 
Sahel (e.g. Mali empire, Songhai empire, and Kanem Bornu between the 14th 
and 16th centuries; see Ki-Zerbo et al. 1979). However, gold mining in the area is 
not only a resource use strategy from the faraway past; over the last 20 years, gold 
mining has literally exploded in West African drylands along the Birimian Belt, 
which spans eastern Senegal, upper Guinea, southern Mali, Burkina Faso, and 
Niger, and more recently across the Sahara, with artisanal mines mushrooming 
in northern regions of Mali close to Kidal, and in the Aïr and Djado in Niger. In 
these countries, artisanal mining is estimated to provide direct employment to at 
least 2.2 million persons and livelihoods for at least fve times more dependants 
(Delve database, IGF 2017). Driven by massive unemployment, food insecurity 
and poverty, and confict-induced displacement from northern areas controlled by 
extremist groups, artisanal mining, which is found ubiquitously beyond the con-
trols of legal formality, has become the second source of income for rural liveli-
hoods in the region. In parallel, the wave of the fourth generation of mining codes 
since the 2000s (Besada and Martin 2015) also led to an increase in industrial 
mining operations and an unprecedented allocation of exploration and exploita-
tion mining licenses, currently covering nearly every portion of the Birimian 
Belt. This generates state revenues through permit fees, royalties, export taxes, 
and government shares in industrial mining ventures. Yet, this ‘mineralization of 
Africa’ (Bryceson et al. 2014) also drives notable negative consequences. Among 
the most prominent ones, both the use of mercury and cyanide, in artisanal and 
small-scale mining (ASM) operations, and massive landscape destruction in and 
around industrial mines are important causes of environmental degradation. 
Competition over access to mineral deposits between various operators on the 
artisanal/informal—industrial/formal continuum is also a recurring source of so-
cial confict, whose violent responses sometimes provoke dramatic outcomes (e.g. 
Dessertine 2019; Bolay and Knierzinger 2021). More broadly, the uneven distri-
bution of the extractive rents is also a frequent matter of political contestation. 
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In contrast to mining expansion in so-called new gold frontiers (Verbrugge 
and Geenen 2019) such as Mongolia (Sternberg et al. 2020), these issues take on 
particular meanings in West Africa, where gold mining dates back to the former 
African empires during the Middle Ages. Not only has this long history of mining 
led to robust local institutions governing access to gold deposits and control of 
mining dividends, but it has also fostered a peculiar sense of ownership in min-
ing regions that new technologies, legal frameworks, and migrations destabilize 
and transform. Gold is found both in primary (rock) and secondary (alluvial) 
deposits and is artisanally extracted and processed in strongly gendered work ar-
rangements, whereby men team up to excavate wells and tunnels to access and 
extract the ore, which women then process and wash on the surface. Following 
a common-pool resource conception of land, the repartition of the gold then fol-
lows a complex arithmetic, usually involving the local landowner, the sponsor of 
the diggers, the operators providing technical supports (mechanized crushers, air 
pumps, water pumps), the male diggers themselves, and the female washers with 
whom they are associated, as well as the payment of local taxes to village author-
ities (see for instance Bolay 2014; Teschner 2014; Lanzano and Di Balme 2017; 
Brottem and Ba 2019). 

In historical zones of extraction, such as in the Bouré and Bambuk areas of 
current Senegal, Guinea, and Mali, the governance of mining sites is performed 
by a local non-state police (tom bolomaw), who regulate conficts and collect in-
formal local taxes that contribute to fnancing most public infrastructures, such 
as mosques and road maintenance. In more recently exploited deposits, such as 
in Burkina Faso, the governance of mining sites has more tenuous ties with local 
governance structures. While frst relying on Big Men logics (Werthmann 2003), 
comptoirs (private buying houses holding capital) took over this role by navigat-
ing formal and informal spheres of access (Di Balme and Lanzano 2013). Yet the 
prominent role of comptoirs is increasingly contested by local groups reclaiming 
governance prerogatives (Lanzano and Di Balme 2021). In both historical and 
new mining areas, by providing employment, revenues, and tangible local devel-
opment, artisanal mining is systematically preferred locally to industrial mine 
projects, which are perceived overall by local populations as a threat to access to 
land, gold deposits, and labour options. 

The tense relations between the artisanal (and informal) and industrial (and 
formal) sectors have been at the core of international-level policy concerns and 
are the object of various governmental measures to ‘formalize’ the artisanal 
sector—that is, to expand property rights systems to absorb the extra-legal econ-
omy (Siegel and Veiga 2009: 53), as promoted by major donor institutions. Yet, this 
agenda has so far brought at least ambiguous outcomes. Legal projects to formalize 
the artisanal sector have so far inevitably been paired with the marginalization, or 
even exclusion, of the most vulnerable actors (e.g. Hilson 2013) and the sector as a 
whole being de facto placed mainly in the realm of illegality. Different approaches 
have been taken, ranging from the establishment of legally dedicated ASM cor-
ridors to imposed registration and acquisition of a carte d’orpailleur (miner’s card). 
A common trend has been the progressive institutionalization of governments’ 
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practices of the expulsion of illegal miners from the temporary mining camps 
next to the artisanal mines (e.g. Dessertine and Noûs 2021) or from corporate-
owned leases (e.g. Bolay 2016). While such context-specifc interventions tend 
to occur at the early stage of exploitation, when competition between large-scale 
and small-scale operators is the most salient, attention to previous and subsequent 
stages of the life cycle indicates that the boundaries between both sectors are 
more blurred than they at frst appear. 

Indeed, as shown by Luning (2014) in Burkina Faso, artisanal miners often 
serve as easily removable ‘pathfnders’, whose activity is an indicator of the po-
tential viability of gold deposits for junior mining companies conducting explo-
ration. In addition, as observed in Mali, the acquisition of exploration licenses 
also happens to be used by trade actors, with no future prospects in formalized 
operations, as a means of exerting pressure on artisanal mining communities—by 
upholding the threat of eviction—to secure access to their product (Bolay 2021a). 
Conversely, once industrial operations have reached their limits, artisanal miners 
frequently occupy abandoned sites to scavenge the leftovers, a practice also noted 
in Mongolia. This trend has been reinforced with the relative retrenchment of 
industrial mines due to decreasing prices since 2012–2013 and by the booming use 
of cyanidation, techniques to retrieve gold from tailings (Lanzano and Di Balme 
2021), without which such leftovers would not be proftable to artisanal operators. 
This is even more so in African drylands where scarce access to water is largely 
compensated by the use of chemicals to process the ore (OECD 2018). 

Yet the ‘dryland’ characteristic of a region cannot be subsumed to water scar-
city. It also needs to be considered from the perspective of the fragmented soci-
opolitical confguration of the Sahara–Sahel, where postcolonial states always 
had a limited presence and where populations have long resorted to fexible and 
diverse livelihood strategies (van Dijk 2017: 120)—making use of both their own 
mobility and the mobility of people and goods across loosely controlled territories 
(see for example Scheele 2012). Miners’ intense transnational mobility across the 
region is a key driver of the sector’s transformation from below. Besides playing 
an important role in the discovery and exploitation of new deposits, the mobility 
of miners also sustains the circulation of new processing techniques, such as with 
the boom in the use of mercury 15 years ago in Ghana and progressively across 
the continent, and that in cyanide more recently. The recent ‘rush’ in north-
ern Mali illustrates such dynamics. Rather than an expansion of long-standing 
mining practices from the Birimian Belt up north, the artisanal mining boom 
in the northern Sahel results from a ‘pioneering front’ initiated in early 2010 in 
Egypt, which steadily expanded across Sudan, Chad, Niger, Mali, and Maurita-
nia (Chevrillon-Guibert et  al. 2019). In the Kidal area (Mali), where artisanal 
mining operations have multiplied since 2016, workers are rarely Malian, Guin-
ean, or Burkinabés such as in the cases mentioned above. While governance and 
fnancing are controlled by local Malian Tuaregs—with or without the support 
of various rebel groups that govern fragmented portions of territory along fast-
shifting alliances and allegiances (Sandor and Campana 2019), under equally fast-
changing qualifcations of rebellion, jihadism, or terrorism (Pérouse de Montclos 
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2018: 12–17)—most miners came from Niger, Chad, or Sudan, together with their 
experience and techniques of extracting gold in Sahelo–Saharian contexts. In 
the artisanal mining sites around Kidal and Tinzawaten, primary ore is extracted 
in shafts up to 40 m deep. Then it is transported to Kidal, where several cyanide-
processing plants were set up (Bolay 2021a) in a similar way to what Afane and 
Gagnol (2021) describe for the sites surrounding Agadez and Arlit in Niger. In 
these areas that constitute important transit points for aspiring migrants to North 
Africa or Europe, increasing numbers of impoverished irregular migrants deported 
from Algeria and Libya may also turn to mining, which sometimes constitutes a 
temporary safety net (Bolay 2021b). 

To conclude, artisanal mining in the Sahel is shaped by heterogeneous drivers 
that, besides the geological features of the deposits or the dry environment, also 
depend on whether or not artisanal and industrial modes of production intersect, 
and at which stage of the mining cycle (i.e. exploration, development, production, 
closure, possible rehabilitation, or re-occupation), with actors that most effectively 
control portions of the territory. In addition, while artisanal mining constitutes 
a growing source of income in the region, its economic role is as diverse as to 
seasonally complement agriculture, to become a full-time job involving frequent 
relocations induced both by forced expulsions and the search for new deposits, 
or to temporarily provide incomes to people whose mobility or economic activity 
have been hampered. 

Mining and pastoral engagement in drylands: 
the Mongolian context 

In our case study from Inner Asia, the relation between local mining and min-
ing by corporations is again shaped in a different way. This case shows how lo-
cal mining activities are possible after large transnational mining companies 
terminate mining. It also illustrates a context where local dryland inhabitants, 
mainly pastoralists, were able to successfully challenge mining companies (see 
also Chapter 13, this volume). Both processes coexist across the communal land-
scape (Figure 6.1). 

Across the Inner Asian steppe, mining drives economic development, exports, 
foreign relations, and political outcomes (Sternberg 2020). Yet in Central Asia 
and Mongolia, complaints about a lack of local jobs, environmental damage, 
community disruption, and elite capture frame national discourse. This segues 
into resource nationalism as citizens clamour for clear social beneft from resource 
extraction and state takeover of foreign mining investments (Myadar and Jackson 
2019). In Mongolia, such topics lead to struggles over mining with a government 
focused on industrial operations, while 20% of the rural labour force work as 
artisanal miners (Bryceson 2018). Both approaches affect landscapes and water 
quality and access, and cause pollution. Processes initiated by extraction lead to 
rapid social change and disorientation, as herders may lose access to limited wa-
ter points, be excluded from pasture claimed by mines, or become part- or full-
time miners to sustain livelihoods. Perceived income opportunities, or lack of 
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Figure 6.1 Herders’ view of mine in Mongolia. Photo provided by Troy Sternberg. 

alternatives, drive both migration to mining hotspots and displacement to towns 
and the capital when rural endeavours lose viability. 

Mining lifecycles refect a well-documented process of exploration, extraction, 
and closure that is common around the globe. In Inner Asia, the process is framed 
by Soviet legacies and practices that were followed by state collapse, impover-
ishment, and a turn to mining for income and revenue (Sternberg et al. 2021). 
Hope for mining-led development is moderated by awareness of potential damage. 
Whereas Soviet-era companies created mining towns with schools and infrastruc-
ture (Tursalieva 2021), today’s large-scale investments (often Chinese- or Western-
owned) sign licenses and pay taxes in the capital, with limited engagement in 
rural communities. Historical memory raises expectations, yet contemporary ex-
traction provides limited jobs for rural residents, as workers are often brought 
in from China (Sternberg 2020). A more common practice is artisanal mining, 
known colloquially in Mongolia as ‘ninja mining’, which has numbered 100,000+ 
miners over the years (Lahiri-Dutt and Dondov 2017; Munkherdene and Sneath 
2018). The process was driven by poverty, opportunity, and extreme climate 
events (temperatures as low as −45°C) that displaced pastoral lives (Lahiri-Dutt 
and Dondov 2017). The intersection of industrial and small-scale mining four-
ished in the 2000s when, as a mine site was closed, locals scavenged through mine 
tailings in search of gold fecks missed by mechanized processes. In time, artisanal 
miners expanded over abandoned and informal sites, bought rudimentary equip-
ment, and drew in herders and migrants in search of income. 

The vast scale and poor conditions of ninja mining drew government scrutiny 
and NGO attention to sites in Mongolia such as Uyanga and Zaamar. Dangerous 
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and deadly work, child labour, use of mercury and harmful chemicals, and un-
drinkable water for livestock at artisanal sites were matched with polluted wa-
ter sources, acidifcation, damaged riverbeds and ecosystems near mine sites, 
and reduced water access (Gantumur et al. 2017). Here a Sustainable Artisanal 
Mining project was initiated to license and improve artisanal mining conditions 
(Munkherdene and Sneath 2018; SDC 2018). Working with local governments, 
this formalized artisanal mining as a recognized livelihood, established safety 
standards, and conferred modest health and social benefts. Some progressive 
companies hired these miners for their local expertise. However, at about 7,000 
miners a year, enrolment in the programme has been less than expected (SDC 
2018), perhaps because of perceived limited practical benefts, due to regulatory 
and reporting restrictions imposed upon artisanal miners. 

The physical challenges of extraction reconfgure environments near min-
ing. The repercussions are compounded in drylands, as a lost water source or 
fenced-off pasture affects dominant livestock herding for several kilometres. If 
available water is contaminated, identifable even without formal testing by sight, 
smell, and taste, local residents are unable to water herds and must drive long 
distances for safe drinking water. Remarkably, camels are able to identify and 
‘hear’ groundwater at locked boreholes that herders are unable to access. Here, 
pastoralists and large- and small-scale mining compete fercely for the same mini-
mal water resources with herders least able to afford alternative water supply (e.g. 
deep boreholes, trucked-in water). As sources are polluted, diverted, or become 
unproductive, it adds to the litany of community complaints about mining and 
social confict, and often to lost livelihoods. 

This then raises the issue of migration related to development and mining in 
Mongolian drylands. One discourse features the mobility and safety net that arti-
sanal mining offers (Bryceson 2018; Munkherdene and Sneath 2018). This posits 
that small-scale mining offers a potential, though diffcult, source of income that 
keeps residents in the countryside as people move from site to site. By turning a 
blind eye to the illegality and informality, the process costs the government lit-
tle and may limit out-migration from drylands to the capital (Munkherdene and 
Sneath 2018). A more grounded approach identifes reduced livelihood opportu-
nities due to mining combined with increased climate variability, which drive lo-
cals from the land and out of herding, often to become unskilled workers in urban 
shantytowns. The key point is that long-serving rural practice—pastoralism sus-
taining small communities—is transitioning to a mixed industrial/artisanal min-
ing and herding model for sustenance, with resulting dramatic movement towards 
towns and the capital as the fnal locus, after disappointing rural livelihoods. 

Similar to Niger and the Sahel context, large-scale mining reorients customary 
local practice and livelihoods. Company mines provide low-skilled employment for 
some, yet pastoral work supports more families. As mine license areas (extending 
up to 80 sq km) displace herders, communal customary land tenure and family 
pasture rights lead to confict, especially over access to water. Artisanal mining is 
impossible in the vicinity of large mines; locals are known to travel far afeld when 
new small-scale discoveries are made. While there may be protests locally and in 
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the capital, there are no disruptive non-state actors. Here, legitimate enterprises, 
usually Mongolian, Chinese, and Russian companies, exploit minerals for export to 
neighbouring China. The process of acquiring licenses and export permits has led 
to elite capture and rocketing corruption levels. The (in)famous case of Oyu Tolgoi 
(owned by Rio Tinto) is now known more positively as a case where ‘Mongolian 
herders […] took on a corporate behemoth—and won’ (Sternberg et al. 2020: 536). 
The mediated community settlement represents constructive engagement between 
a mine and pastoralists, made possible by an open, democratic society and a com-
pany’s interest in corporate responsibility. Though the mine and government are 
currently in contract renegotiation, common in Mongolia, on this matter there was 
no interference (or attention) from the government. The long mediation refected 
the contentious livelihood challenges and development process. 

Summary 

The open cut recognizes the challenges and contestation between mining and 
development in rural dryland communities. Focused on the Sahel and the Gobi, 
this chapter has identifed how access to common-pool resources, such as pasture 
and water, may be undermined by powerful actors and states. The confict may 
be characterized as being one between pastoralists, agrarians, and communities 
vs mining, yet it also refects the struggle between local artisanal and industrial-
scale mining. Mobile livelihoods, usufruct rather than legal land rights, and com-
petition for and contamination of resources differentiate stakeholders and refect 
power imbalances and threats to livelihoods. Particularly challenging in the Niger 
uranium case is the intersection of colonial history and postcolonial dismantling 
of the commons, state insecurity, and the ideoscape of terrorism. In contrast, the 
Mongolian case refects an ongoing transition that refects the co-existence of 
mining and herding in rural communities. 

As marginal environments, drylands are resource-limited in water, vegetation, 
and ecological productivity. Here altered land use and land cover by extractive 
industries with state alliances disrupt customary mobile livelihoods and may 
reduce pasture access, pollute environments, and necessitate resettlement from 
homelands. Alternative work in mining, out-migration, and new economic activ-
ity (perhaps illicit) refect the resultant waning pastoral viability. Displacement 
distorts land use and rights, increases competition, and drives overuse of available 
resources. Extractive benefts accrue to companies and the state yet foster local 
insecurity, while this is hidden behind discourses of development and sustain-
ability, acting as anti-politics machines (see Ferguson 1994). Added burdens of 
colonial legacies, power inequities, and violent movements in the Sahel make 
pastoralism a problematic pursuit, because of the narrative of being a negative and 
underdeveloped form of resource use that is also linked to overuse and terrorism. 
The same can be said about artisanal mining, which is often labelled negatively 
in order to render it illegitimate and a dangerous livelihood. However, local peo-
ple have their strategies and react to the dominant pressures in their own ways, 
which may be termed ‘weapons of the weak’ (see Scott 1985), and the anti-politics 
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machine in this drama of the grabbed commons can turn into a politics machine 
(see Niederberger et al. 2016; Gerber and Haller 2020). 

In Mongolia, local pastoralists were able to claim their rights based on the 
recognition of global and national legal standards. On the other hand, cases in 
Mali and Niger show little prospect of positive engagement or resolution. State 
and company hegemony, violent state and non-state groups, and a lack of outside 
support—as well as being labelled negatively (terrorism-scape; see also Chapter 3 
on drylands narratives, this volume)—have left pastoralists and artisanal miners 
with few ways to ameliorate conditions. Global efforts towards responsible min-
eral supply chains, increased demand for critical minerals, and continued efforts 
of the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) (joined by Mali, Niger, 
and Mongolia) bring attention to mining impact on communities. Yet legality, 
health and safety measures, and human security benchmarks have limited impact 
as voluntary initiatives and standards, and they may not be adequate to improve 
precarious living conditions (Calvão et al. 2021; see also critical discussions on 
CSR in Gerber and Haller 2020). Power asymmetries, historical legacies, weak 
institutions, and corruption continue to disadvantage pastoralists and their com-
munities. This leads them to pursue their actions differently, from low-level resist-
ance to successful claiming of rights also based on external support. 

This chapter has shown how mining changes local livelihoods, dryland land-
scapes, their cultural environments, and property rights such as access to for-
mer pastoral commons. Responses have to deal with imbalances between large 
mining companies and local actors, including artisanal miners and pastoral life-
styles. Developing feasible processes is essential to mitigate extractive impacts on 
communities and increase the distribution of extractive rents. Desert marginal-
ity is part of the dynamic that mining exacerbates for local inhabitants. As in 
Chapter 13 (this volume), the current chapter has considered the role of local 
institutions in regulating access and of resource governance (constitutionality) 
when approaching the mining sector. Successful engagement in the Mongolian 
case was possible with cooperative effort and external support, and without the 
threat of violence. This may be an exception, with the challenges confronted in 
Niger and Mali more typical of dryland mining conditions. Throughout marginal 
drylands, limited on-the-ground understanding of reproduced colonial struc-
tures and of power inequities suggests that more just and robust institutions and 
the processes outlined in this volume are fundamental to improving extractive 
practices and community lives. It also critically questions the role of the global 
North—especially of European countries with their colonial and postcolonial 
legacies and their hosting of large mining companies (e.g. by Switzerland) with or 
without direct colonial pasts. 

Note 
1 https://www.orano.group/en/news/news-group/2021/march/a-new-stage-commences-

for-the-cominak-mine-in-niger;and https://www.rf.fr/en/africa/20210315-niger-uranium-
mine-closure-arlit-cominak-hundreds-of-jobs-cut-concerns-for-environment-africa-
economy-orano 

https://www.orano.group
https://www.orano.group
https://www.rfi.fr
https://www.rfi.fr
https://www.rfi.fr
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