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For women in gold mines,
it’s a chance amidst hurdles

ALON MWESIGWA

lorence Kasande is at her

'wit’s end. As the chairper-

son of Buhweju Women

Gold Miners’ Association,

she has paced up and
down bringing women who help in
gold mines in Buhweju together to de-
mand improvement in their working
conditions.

“The progress is slow,” she told The
Observer last week. “We still don’t
have gloves, gumboots and helmets.
Our pay has not improved either.”

Kasande and her members, who are
all women, carry sand, do the sieving:
for the precious material, cook food
for the miners and sometimes run
bars in artisanal mining areas.

‘Women artisanal miners are rarely
talked about, let alone have their con-
ditions in mines improve.

Global Rights Alert (GRA), a not-for-
profit agency, has embarked on effort

Statistics of all the women workmg
in gold mines and as artisanal miners
are difficult to come by but Kasande
said of the three mining sites in Buh-
weju, they are grouped in clusters of
between 20 and 30 women..

A 2016 study on the gender dimen-
sion ofsTs&G (tin, tantalum, tungsten
and gold) in the Great Lakes Regi
including Uganda, found a significant
proportion of artisanal miner com-
munities comprise of vulnerable and
disadvantaged groups, including the
elderly, women and youth.

“Within these groups, women and
girls face additional disadvantages
mainly owing to discriminatory beliefs,
impediments to their agency and
bargaining power, the undue burden
of women’s and girl’s work, and lack of
access to and control of key assets and
benefits derived from them,” said the
report, done by the Gender Resource
Facility (GRF), operated by Nether-
land’s Royal Tropical Institute and

to help women miners in Mubende in It on behalf Dutch ministry
central Uganda and Buhweju in west- of Foreign Affairs.
ern Uganda to and girls, the study said, are

in groups to demand better working
conditions from their employers.

“We were trained and now [we] or-

d ourselves into Saccos. When
we get the money, we save it and help
‘ourselves to buy animals and other
basic necessities,” Kasande said.

But that is just it. The wider changes
particularly on their day-to-day living.
including decent pay and work protec-
tive gear, are still hard to come by.

Winfred Ngabiirwe, the GRA ex-
ecutive director, admits the tangible
changes in terms of what has been
put in place in terms of respecting the
saf of women at work are wanting

e fact that women Tov/ Fe: able

culate is a positive step.

restricted in access to skills, educa-
tion and training and denied freedom
to participate and influence decisions
that concern them.

They are the lowest-paid and this
is increasing their vulnerability to
insecurity, ill health and sexual and
gender-based violence.

Perhaps Kasande contextunhzes
this better. In Buhweju, they
Shs 100 per basin of sand earried on
a short distance. On longer distance,
it increases to Shs 200 but one has to
carry tens of them to earn a sizeable
amount,

Sometimes, she said, accidents

pen when at work and women are

hi:;u:edbut it is not the responsibility
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Within these
roups,
women and
pirls face
additional
disadvan
tages mainly
owing to
discrimina
tory beliefs,

impediments

to their
agency and
hargaining
powel

of the company to treat them.

“If the boss is good, he pays for
treatment. But we usually pay for
ourselves in case you are injured,” she
said.

Ngabiirwe told The Observer on
Monday that women issues in the min-
ing industry, especially artisanal min-
ers, were the “the devil in the sector”.

Government doesn’t give them due
attention, she said.

“Most women are artisanal min-
ers and need favourable regulation to
improve work environment. Even men
[in the sector] are going through a lot,”
Ngabiirwe said.

For women, it is harder to find
places of convenience like toilets and
clean water when they are working.

Jane Ahimbisibwe, the leader of
‘Women Miners’Association, said in
addition to lacking general materials
for use like basins, overalls and gloves,
lack of access to critical facilities like
clean water and toilets was an eyesore.

“There are no toilets and we fetch
water from far,” Ahimbisibwe said.
“The only change is that at least we
can now meet our employers once a
month.”

Government has a women funds
programme to help various women
groups start small projects but women
in the mines have not been able to
access it.

Ahimbisibwe said: “We failed to
understand the whole idea of women
funds.”

Yet women in gold mines in Uganda
remain optimistic of the future even
though things haven’t changed fast
- the fact that they can now hold
meetings with their bosses makes it a
positive step.
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