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Abstract

Many mineral-bearing communities in Nigeria depend on artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) for their livelihoods, but it is
still linked to environmental degradation, informal labour, inadequate occupational safeguards, and children’s involvement in
hazardous mining activities. The paper examines legislative and educational responses to the problem of child involvement and
environmental damage in ASM, with special reference to the September 2026 deaths of 37 suspected illegal miners in the custody
of the Nigeria Security and Civil Defense Corps (NSCDC) in Minna, Niger State as a critical case. According to the reports
available, many of those killed were minors or adolescents who had been arrested in operations against alleged illegal gold
mining in the Wushishi-Lukoto axis. The official investigation into the proximate medical and custodial causes of death has
received some explanation, including a suspected disease outbreak, and other accounts raising concerns about crowding and lack
of ventilation. The case thus highlights the dangers of illegal mining and the limits of enforcement-led responses that inadequately
integrate child protection, due process, health safeguards, family welfare and access to education. The study adopts a qualitative
case-study design. The design entails document analysis of Nigerian mining and child-rights legislation, reports from
international labour institutions and credible contemporary media accounts. The findings reveal that Nigeria has a strong legal
framework that outlaws illegal mining, environmental pollution, exploitative child labour, and hazardous work by children. But
enforcement gaps, poverty, school exclusion, insecure livelihoods, limited ASM formalisation and weak interagency
coordination undermine implementation. The paper proposes a child-centred responsible-mining framework comprising
formalisation of ASM, mandatory school-retention support, community mining education, environmental rehabilitation, child-
sensitive law enforcement, and transparent custodial accountability. It finds that durable solutions will require government to go
beyond arrests alone and to combine lawful regulation with education, livelihoods, social protection and rights-based
environmental governance.
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1. Introduction

Avrtisanal and small-scale mining serves as a vital source of
employment, subsistence revenue, and local economic en-
gagement in Nigeria's mineral-rich areas. However, when
mining is conducted informally, without licenses, inade-
quately supervised, or organized criminally, it can lead to sig-
nificant environmental, social, and governance issues. These
encompass soil degradation, deforestation, erosion, devasta-
tion of agricultural lands, siltation and pollution of water
sources, exposure to mercury and other chemicals, unsafe pits
and excavations, mining accidents, worker exploitation, finan-
cial losses, and the involvement of children in perilous activi-
ties. The involvement of children in mining should be
acknowledged as an issue beyond mere law enforcement. It
illustrates the intersection of domestic poverty, joblessness,
inadequate educational access and retention, insecurity, insuf-
ficient social safety nets, minimal awareness of mining dan-
gers, and the temptation of immediate financial gain in areas
with few formal employment prospects. Children are com-
monly acknowledged to face hazards in the mining and quar-
rying industries, including physical injuries, dust exposure,
noise pollution, heavy burdens, precarious excavations, ma-
chinery risks, chemical agents, extended working hours, ex-
ploitation, and disruption of education. The International La-
bor Organization (ILO) characterizes child labor in artisanal
and small-scale gold mining in Nigeria as a significant issue
necessitating focused eradication strategies. The demise of 37
alleged illicit miners in the custody of NSCDC in Minna, Ni-
ger State, in September 2026 highlighted the pressing nature
of the issue. The apprehended individuals were allegedly
taken into custody during operations targeting suspected illicit
gold-mining locations in the Wushishi-Lukoto region. Relia-
ble accounts suggested that a significant number of the de-
ceased were minors or teenagers. The Governor of Niger State
stated that adolescents between the ages of 14 and 18 are en-
gaged in mining activities instead of attending school. The
NSCDC initially hinted at the potential for a disease outbreak,
whereas additional reports expressed apprehensions regarding
overcrowding and inadequate ventilation. Consequently, the
determination of the cause of death ought to remain unre-
solved until the conclusion of a thorough, impartial, and med-
ically rigorous inquiry. The occurrence should not be con-
strued as evidence that the security forces deliberately caused
their deaths. It indicates a more extensive institutional crisis:
minors allegedly involved in perilous illicit mining; numerous
individuals were apprehended after enforcement actions; and
the detention setting experienced a mass-casualty incident ne-
cessitating stringent accountability. The event must be exam-
ined at the convergence of child safeguarding, mining regula-
tion, environmental legislation, public health, criminal justice,
and education. The aims of this document are: 1. To assess the
ecological and child safeguarding hazards associated with un-
regulated and illicit artisanal and small-scale mining in Niger

State. To examine Nigerian laws pertaining to mining, envi-
ronmental conservation, child labor, and children's rights. 3.
To evaluate the constraints of enforcement-oriented strategies
in addressing illicit mining. 4. Advocating for cohesive legis-
lative, educational, environmental, and community-oriented
measures to deter children’s participation in mining. 5. To ex-
tract policy insights from the Minna custody fatalities for
child-focused and rights-oriented mining governance.

2. Gold Mining, Livelihood Dependence
and Environmental Impacts

Gold mining activities have been identified as one of the
exploration and exploitation endeavours with positive impacts
in the nation’s economy by diversifying the economic base of
Nigeria especially as it relates to the solid mineral resources.
[14] Northcentral Nigeria is rich in mineral resources, which
are: Tin-tantalum-niobium, pegmatites, lead-zinc sulphide,
coal-lignite, talc, marble, gemstones, gold, columbite, cassit-
erite, fluorite, lithium, iron-ore, wolframite. Wushishi/Lukoto
is part of the Kushaka-Kusheriki schist belt with great mining
potential for the country in terms of gold deposits. The re-
gional architecture is characterized by a mix of metasedimen-
tary, metavolcanic, and crystalline basement rocks. The pre-
dominant rock types hosting or running adjacent to the gold
fields include [3]: (1) Schists and Phyllites: Metasedimentary
units (such as mica schist, amphibole schist, and chlorite
schist) that act as the regional host fabric (2) Migmatites and
Gneisses: Crystalline foundation rocks that form the structural
boundaries of the localized supracrustal schist belts (3) Gra-
nitic Intrusions: Pan-African granitic plutons and dykes that
intruded the basement rocks, providing the heat engines and
hydrothermal fluids necessary to drive mineralizing events
(Figure 1).

The occurrence of distributed metal concentrations in vari-
ous schists, protobasins, veins, placers etc of the country has
been reported in earlier investigations [6, 16, 18]. The eco-
nomic development and growth of any nation depend highly
on the availability of mineral resources which have wide ap-
plications to the economics of any country. But these eco-
nomic minerals need to be explored and exploited to harness
its economics and viabilities for nations economic develop-
ment. [15] Gold occurs chiefly in quartz veins, in soils in the
eluvial and alluvial form, and in stream sediments. Gold-bear-
ing quartz veins are developed in metamorphosed rocks with
compositions from semipelitic to pelitic to mafic. The main
gold mineralization forms a distinctive exploration pattern
(chemical signature) in the overburden and neighboring soil
probably via weathering processes. Weathering processes
(soils and stream sediments) samples provide data on local
hidden mineralization (Figure 2). The origin of the gold-bear-
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ing fluid was hypothesised for the soil samples and the resid-
ual soil is the geochemical sample that is often used to locate
concealed mineralization once a region of economic signifi-
cance is localized. Deep groundwater movement results in a
chemical reaction at the subsurface producing an elemental
distribution pattern [8]. Most of these elements occur as iso-
lated elements (e.g. Cu, Ag, Zn, As, Bi, Pb, Sh, Hg, W, Mo.
and Se) and are useful markers for the occurrence of gold [4,
17]. But for years now, the practice has been to use conven-
tional approach and inappropriate use of hazardous substances
such as mercury, cyanide to leach gold out of the ore during
artisanal mining and exploitation and indiscriminate disposal
of gangue without sustainable management. Besides, its cost
ineffectiveness, despite its wide significance, makes geo-
chemical analyses be greatly challenged [7, 13, 20, 21]. ASM
is often characterized by low capital investment, rudimentary
tools, hand methods of extraction, informal mineral trading,
poor geological knowledge and lack of health, safety and en-
vironmental controls. A lot of miners make a living off of it.
Informal mining can occur without approved mineral titles,
mine plans, environmental permits, technical supervision, re-
habilitation plans or occupational-health measures. Nigerian
mining laws prohibit the exploration or exploitation of miner-
als without the appropriate legal authority. The Nigerian Min-
erals and Mining Act, 2007 [10] vests ownership and control
of mineral resources in the Federal Government and provides
that no person shall explore or exploit minerals except as pro-
vided under the Act. The Act also provides for the establish-
ment of regulatory institutions such as the Mining Cadastre
Office (MCOQ), the Mines Inspectorate Department, the Mines
Environmental Compliance Department and the State Mineral
Resources and Environmental Management Committees but
the socio-economic base of illegal mining must not be con-
cealed. For many communities the household view of mining
is that it is an accessible livelihood option requiring little for-
mal education, providing an immediate (if uncertain) cash re-
turn and often embedded in family and community networks.
Children in economically distressed families may go with the
adults to the mining sites, assist in sorting ore, carry materials,
wash ore, process minerals, sell food or water at the sites or
engage in the actual excavation and recovery of minerals. Ar-
tisanal mining that is unregulated and poorly managed can
lead to: (a) Land instability and abandoned mine openings and
pits. (b) Loss of vegetation cover, and increasing soil erosion.
(c) Physical disturbance of streams and wetlands and sedimen-
tation. (d) Sediment, fuel, lubricants, ore processing and
chemical use contamination of waterways. (e) Loss of agricul-
tural land and food security. (f) Dust emissions and inhalation
exposure (g) Noise, vibration and occupational injuries (i) Not
restoring mined out land or backfilling excavations. (j) In-
creased risk of flooding, water standing on the ground, and
harm to children and animals. The Nigerian Minerals and
Mining Act, 2007 [10], provides for environmental protection,
mine-land restoration and reclamation, environmental impact
assessment, environmental protection and rehabilitation

schemes, water pollution and community development agree-
ments. It prohibits pollution of water courses and imposes du-
ties on management and rehabilitation of the environment.
However, informal and unauthorized sites usually are not sub-
ject to periodic technical inspection and environmental com-
pliance.
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Figure 1. Geological Map of Nigeria, [21].
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Figure 2. Map showing major area of gold mineralization in Nigeria

[11].

2.1. Child Labour and Hazardous Mining.

The ILO’s situational analysis on child labour in Nigeria’s
artisanal and small-scale gold-mining sector highlights the
need for interventions specifically designed to eliminate child
labour in ASM. Nigerian child-protection law also establishes
strong normative safeguards. The Child Rights Act, 2003, [12]
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prohibits forced or exploitative labour and prohibits children
from employment in industrial undertakings, subject to nar-
row supervised educational exceptions. Mining and quarrying
are generally treated as hazardous activities for children. Ni-
geria’s child-labour policy context recognizes mining, quarry-
ing, dangerous machinery, heavy loads, unhealthy working
environments, and long working hours as conditions associ-
ated with hazardous child labour. Accordingly, a child’s par-
ticipation in mining cannot be normalized merely because it
occurs in a family, community, or informal economic context.
Nigeria has ratified ILO Convention No. 138 on Minimum
Age and Convention No. 182 on the Worst Forms of Child
Labour. ILO guidance recognizes that hazardous work in-
cludes mining and conditions that endanger the health, safety,
or morals of children. In Nigeria, ILO initiatives have pro-
moted responsible gold-mining practices, occupational safety,
local stakeholder capacity, and strategies for eliminating child
labour in ASM. The participation of children in mining is
strongly linked to poverty, household vulnerability, and weak
school retention. When families cannot meet the costs of
transportation, books, uniforms, meals, or examination fees,
children may be withdrawn from school or combine schooling
with work. In mining areas, the prospect of immediate income
can compete directly with education, even though mining may
produce lifelong health risks and limit future employment op-
portunities. The statement attributed to the Niger State Gover-
nor—that many of the deceased were adolescents working in
mines rather than attending school—illustrates this education-
livelihood tension. The policy response must therefore include
practical support that makes school attendance economically
realistic. Artisanal and small-scale mining contributes to live-
lihoods in many Nigerian rural communities. It offers an ac-
cessible source of income for people who may lack formal
employment, technical skills, or access to capital. However,
artisanal mining is frequently characterized by informal la-
bour relations, limited technological capacity, weak environ-
mental safeguards, poor occupational-health practices, unreg-
ulated mineral markets, and inadequate enforcement of child-
protection laws. The International Labour Organization (ILO)
recognizes artisanal and small-scale gold mining as a sector
requiring targeted intervention to eliminate child labour in Ni-
geria. Its situational analysis emphasizes the need to under-
stand the drivers of child involvement in mining and to de-
velop coordinated responses that combine child protection,
community education, social protection, formalization of arti-
sanal mining, and improved livelihoods. [12] Child involve-
ment in artisanal mining is often linked to poverty, household
economic shocks, adult unemployment, seasonal agricultural
income gaps, poor school access, family expectations, and the
attraction of immediate income from gold and other minerals.
Children may be engaged in activities that communities per-
ceive as minor assistance but which remain hazardous. Such
tasks include carrying ore, washing mineralized soil, crushing
rocks, transporting water, working near open pits, selling
goods at mining sites, and participating in mineral-processing

activities. The elimination of child labour in mining therefore
requires more than security operations and criminal sanctions.
It requires school-retention programmes, financial support for
vulnerable households, accessible education, youth skills de-
velopment, formalization of artisanal mining activities, occu-
pational-safety education, environmental monitoring, and ac-
countability for mine operators, recruiters, financiers, and
mineral buyers who benefit from child labour.

2.2. Environmental Impacts of Artisanal Gold
Mining in Niger State

One of the most important effects of the poorly regulated
artisanal gold mining is environmental degradation. Mining
activities may result in vegetation clearance, removal of top
soil, soil erosion, land degradation, abandonment of excava-
tions, destruction of farmland, siltation of rivers and streams,
generation of dust, loss of biodiversity, deterioration of water
quality and contamination by potentially toxic elements [2]
These risks are illustrated by evidence from Luku, near Minna
in Niger State, [1] evaluated the environmental impacts of ar-
tisanal.

11=15

=15

‘| Bida Basin

Zckoto Basin
Baszment Complax

denn

Figure 3. Generalized Geology Map of Niger State.

gold mining through field observation and geochemical
analysis of the soil. The authors reported that mining resulted
in land degradation, destruction of vegetation, soil erosion and
deterioration of water quality. The same study also provided
soil concentrations of several trace elements in the mining
area, including lead (Pb), arsenic (As), copper (Cu), zinc (Zn),
nickel (Ni), manganese (Mn), cadmium (Cd), cobalt (Co), mo-
lybdenum (Mo), mercury (Hg), silver (Ag), and zirconium
(Zr). The reported mean concentrations were as shown in (Ta-
ble 1), [1]. They concluded that some of these elements could
build up in plants and animals and therefore enter human ex-
posure pathways via food, soil, surface water and groundwater.
The environmental implications have direct bearing on chil-
dren. Children living near informal mining areas may come

172


http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ajep

American Journal of Environmental Protection

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ajep

into contact with dust, contaminated soil, polluted water, open
excavations, unstable slopes, abandoned pits, and unsafe ore-
processing areas. Environmental degradation may also de-
crease agricultural productivity and household food security,
creating economic pressure on families to engage children in
mining-related activities. Child protection considerations
should therefore include environmental protection, mine site
rehabilitation, providing safe water and restricting hazardous
processing activities around homes and schools.

Table 1. Trace-element concentrations reported in mine-area soils at
Luku, Minna, Niger State.

Element Mean concentration Unit
Lead, Pb 85.73 ppm
Arsenic, As 9.27 ppm
Copper, Cu 56.46 ppm
Zinc, Zn 31.00 ppm
Nickel, Ni 85.55 ppm
Manganese, Mn 283.73 ppm
Cadmium, Cd 1.68 ppm
Cobalt, Co 10.91 ppm
Molybdenum, Mo 0.91 ppm
Mercury, Hg 0.27 ppm
Silver, Ag 0.73 ppm
Zirconium, Zr 143.27 ppm

Source: Adapted from Ako et al. [1]

3. The Minna Case and Enforcement
Challenges

Thirty-seven suspected illegal miners died in custody of the
Nigeria Security and Civil Defense Corps in Minna, Niger
State, in September 2026, highlighting the complex nexus of
illegal mining enforcement, child protection, detention stand-
ards and public accountability. Contemporary reports indi-
cated the detainees were arrested in connection with suspected
illegal gold mining operations in the Wushishi-Lukoto area
near Minna. Many of those affected were also said to have
been children or adolescents, with some as young as around
14-18 years old [19]. The incident raised questions about age
verification, health screening, detention capacity, ventilation,
sanitation, access to water, medical response, family notifica-
tion, due process and child sensitive treatment. As of this re-
port, the immediate cause of death had not been definitively
established. Some early reports suggested a possible outbreak
of disease, while others raised concerns of overcrowding and

inadequate ventilation in custody [5]. Scholarly speaking, it
would be wrong to say that the security agency was responsi-
ble for the deaths unless such conclusion is arrived at through
the final forensic findings or by an independent commission
of inquiry, judicial decisions or other authoritative evidence
of investigation. The more accurate form is 37 suspected ille-
gal miners died in the custody of the NSCDC and that the cir-
cumstances, causes and responsibility required transparent
and independent investigation. The case shows that law en-
forcement action involving minors should be based on princi-
ples of child protection. Age-assessment and medical screen-
ing should be carried out immediately for children found in
mining areas, they should be separated from adult detainees
and they should be referred promptly to social-welfare and ed-
ucational-reintegration services. Enforcement efforts should
be particularly focused on adult mine operators, recruiters, fi-
nanciers, mineral buyers, traffickers and other actors who
profit from illegal mining and the exploitation of children.

4. Legal Framework on Mining,
Environment and Child Protection

Nigeria has a legal framework that provides for illegal min-
ing, environmental protection, community obligations and
child welfare. The Nigerian Minerals and Mining Act, 2007,
provides for the federal control of mineral resources and pro-
hibits exploration or exploitation of minerals without lawful
authority, [10]. The Act provides for mining titles, small-scale
mining leases, environmental compliance, mine inspection,
rehabilitation of disturbed land and community-development
obligations. One of the Act’s key provisions is that holders of
mining leases, small-scale mining leases and quarry leases are
required to enter into Community Development Agreements
with host communities before they can commence develop-
ment activities [10]. They can provide mechanisms for mining
communities to negotiate support for schools, health facilities,
water infrastructure, vocational training, environmental reha-
bilitation, youth employment and other development priorities.
The Child Rights Act, 2003 [12] prohibits the employment of
children in industrial undertakings and prohibits the use of
forced and exploitative labour by children [9]. In Nigerian pol-
icy and international labour standards, mining and quarrying
are generally regarded as hazardous activities for children due
to the serious threats they pose to health, safety, education and
moral development [12]. Recent national policy initiatives
also emphasise the need for prevention and rehabilitation ra-
ther than enforcement alone. Nigeria’s National Child Labour
Policy and Action Plan, 2026-2030, aims to reduce hazardous
child labour, improve institutional coordination and
strengthen social protection, as well as helping to keep chil-
dren safe and in school. These policy directions support an in-
tegrated approach in mining communities that combines law
enforcement and education, family livelihood support, formal-
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isation of artisanal mining and community-based child protec-
tion systems.

In line with the New Provision and Constitutional rights
guiding the Ministry of Mineral Resources as New Niger
Agenda policy of His Excellency, Farmer Governor Moham-
med Umaru Bago, and in accordance with the Nigeria min-
erals and mining Act 2007 and Niger State Laws, the Minis-
try of Mineral Resources wishes to inform the general public
and all mining operators that to be recognized as a registered
miner in Niger State, you must satisfy Federal and State re-
quirements. The legal Basis Provision are (a) section 44 (3)
of 1999 Constitution and Nigerian Mineral and Mining Act
2007- Vests ownership and control of minerals in Federal
Government. (b) Section 19 & 100 of Mining Act 2007- Rec-
ognized State role in registration and monitoring. (c) Land
Use Act 1978- Vests all land in State Government. (d) Niger
State Mineral Resources Development Law-Establishes
Ministry of Mineral Resources to regulate mining operations.
Following the Reality of the facts a Registered Miner is an
individual Cooperative Society or company that has a Fed-
eral Government Requirements such as a Corporate Affairs
Commission (CAC) Certificate or Co-operative Registration
certificate, Valid mining Title from Mining Cadastre office
(MCO) in Abuja, which includes: - Exploration Licence (EL)
OR Small -Scale Mining Lease (SSML) OR Mining Lease
(ML) OR Quary Lease (QL). However, The Registration
with the State Ministry of Mineral Resources, State Site Ver-
ification and profiling Report, A Valid State operational per-
mit for the Current year and a Payment of approved levies
(Haulage Development levy) on the other hand, Signed
Community Development Agreement (CDA) with host com-
munity, Membership of Miners Association of Nigeria
(MAN) Niger State Chapter or Registered cooperative under
the Ministry.

5. Conclusion

The deaths of 37 suspected illegal miners in NSCDC cus-
tody in Minna, Niger State, is a stark warning of the human
cost of illegal mining, of children being put to hazardous work,
of weak social protection and of inadequate custodial safe-
guards. Reports indicate that many of the deceased were chil-
dren or adolescents and the immediate cause of death is still
under investigation. The incident should be a wake-up call for
Nigeria to reset how it manages artisanal mining and child
protection in mineral-bearing communities. Nigeria already
has some important legal foundations in place. For example,
the Nigerian Minerals and Mining Act, 2007 prohibits illicit
mining and provides for environmental and safety, rehabilita-
tion, inspection and community-governance mechanisms. The
Child Rights Act, 2003, [12] prohibits child labour in exploi-
tative conditions and restricts employment of children in in-
dustries. Child labour in mining is also considered unaccepta-
ble and preventable through ILO programs and international
labour standards. The problem is implementation. Arrests and

raids may be necessary for illegal mining networks, but they
cannot replace a strategy to address poverty, exclusion from
education, unsafe environmental practices, informal mineral
markets and institutional accountability. Children at mining
sites need to be taken out of danger, helped back to school,
and protected from further victimisation. Adults who recruit,
exploit, finance or profit from child labour must be identified
and held accountable. At the same time, mining communities
need viable alternatives: safe schools, income support, formal-
ised cooperatives, technical training, rehabilitated land and
transparent public institutions. The response to illegal mining
in Niger State must therefore be sustainable and blend legisla-
tion and education, enforcement and social protection, envi-
ronmental rehabilitation and livelihood diversification, and
accountability and respect for human dignity. Only with such
an integrated approach can we reduce environmental damage,
eliminate child involvement in mining and prevent future trag-
edies.
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