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Overview of Gemstone Production in sub-Saharan Africa

Trade
The top exporters of gemstones other than diamonds from sub-Saharan Africa are Zambia,
Mozambique, Ethiopia, Tanzania, and Madagascar. 1 The primary gemstones exported from sub-Saharan
African countries are tanzanite, amethysts, tourmaline, garnet, and emeralds.
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The top importers of gemstones from Africa are India, Hong Kong, the United States, Thailand, and
France. 4
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Features of Production and Supply Chain
In general, accurate production and export data is difficult to come by, because an estimated 75 percent
of gems worldwide are mined by small and medium-sized mining operations 5
The exporting process can obscure the source country of the stones. Brokers and intermediaries buy
stones from miners and sell them to exporters who sell the stones again to be sorted and processed.
Gemstones are then cut and polished. After polishing, gems are sold on the international market and are
ultimately sold by retailers, often incorporated into jewelry. Stones change hands a number of times
between mining and manufacturing, making traceability challenging and opening the door to
exploitation of miners by intermediaries. 6

Key Documented Trafficking in Persons Risk Factors in Gemstone
Production

Undesirable and Hazardous Work
Workers, including children, frequently work in extremely hazardous conditions without supervision or
safety gear. 7 Children engaged in mining are vulnerable to suffering many health issues, including lung
and respiratory system damage; headaches, hearing and vision problems from noise; joint and muscular
disorders; exposure to toxic chemicals used to clean the gems; and injuries from falls in mine shafts,
sharp tools, falling stones and mine collapse.
Much of the hazardous nature of gemstone mining comes from the fact that, due to their high value,
gemstones are a draw for both legal and illegal miners. Even when large scale commercial mines are
present, artisanal miners often operate illegally around the edges of the concession. Illegal mining
inherently occurs outside of any oversight and may present risk for trafficking in persons and other labor
abuses. Illegal mining and smuggling may be associated with criminal groups. 8
In Zambia, it is estimated that illegal mining accounts for 40 percent of emerald production. It has been
reported that a commercial mine has hired Nepali security guards to patrol mines with dogs seeking
workers who may be smuggling gems out of their operations. These Nepali guards, as migrant workers,
could themselves be at risk of being trafficked, as Nepali security guards have been in other contexts. 9
A recent rush to mine sapphire deposits in Madagascar (see below) is nearly entirely illegal and without
government oversight. 10 A media report notes that a significant portion of Madagascar’s sapphires are
smuggled to Sri Lanka. 11
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Vulnerable Workforce
Child Labor
The U.S. Department of Labor’s 2016 List of Goods Produced by Child Labor of Forced Labor notes that
sapphires are mined with child labor in Madagascar. Various gems are mined with child labor in
Tanzania, and Zambia. 12 Children are reportedly used in sapphire mining in Mozambique as their stature
allows them to fit into small pits. 13 Similarly, in Madagascar, children are used to see if sapphires are
present in small holes, and they are particularly susceptible to injuries caused by falling shards and
rocks, collapsing pits, and underground fires. 14 Child labor is reportedly common in tanzanite mining in
Tanzania, where children primarily work to earn a livelihood for themselves and/or their families. 15
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Associated Contextual Factors Contributing to Trafficking in Persons
Vulnerability
Association with Organized Crime/Armed Conflict
In Mozambique, miners work illegally around the edges of commercial ruby concessions. In some cases,
this has led to violent clashes between these miners and both government and private security forces.
At least 19 people have reportedly been killed by security forces since 2009. 17 In 2016, Foreign Policy
documented the presence of an organized criminal group known as “Nacatanas,” which is the
Portuguese word for machete, acting as de facto security guards. The Nacatanas operate on the
commercial concession and intimidate local artisanal miners with violence; community members
reported that they operate with impunity. Miners reported that the guards seized money, cell phones,
and other possessions and on occasion, perpetrated violence including shooting. 18 The presence of
intimidating security forces has also led to deaths when miners, fearing for their lives should they exit
pits, have been crushed or buried alive in mining pits. 19
The rush atmosphere around the ruby sector in Mozambique has reportedly led to armed robberies and
violence among speculators. 20 Over 300 homes were burned down in the region around ruby mining
concessions in Mozambique and local people were forced off their land. 21
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Association with Environmental Degradation
In Madagascar, recently discovered sapphire deposits have caused massive migration in the forest for
informal mining operations. Thousands of acres of trees have been cut. As the population has increased
rapidly, the cost for food staples has reportedly increased over 50 percent. 25 Lack of sanitation led to a
typhoid outbreak in the mining camps in 2016. 26 The environmental consequences of the expanding
mining, much of it illegal, could affect thousands of rare species of plants and animals. 27
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This report was funded by a grant from the United States Department of State. The opinions, findings
and conclusions stated herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the United
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Endnotes
International Trade Centre. Trademap. www.trademap.org.
International Trade Centre. Trademap. www.trademap.org.
3 United Nations Development Program (UNDP). Human Development Index. 2015. http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/HDI.
4 International Trade Centre. Trademap. www.trademap.org.
5 Solomans, Ilan. “Coloured gemstones coming into their own after being outshone by diamonds for decades.” Creamer Media’s
Mining Weekly. February 13, 2015. http://www.miningweekly.com/article/coloured-gemstones-coming-into-their-own-afterbeing-outshone-by-diamonds-for-decades-2015-02-13-1.
6 Collet, Léa, Laura Curtze and Kathrin Reed. Responsible Sourcing of Colored Gemstones. Graduate Institute of Geneva,
Applied Research Seminar Report. December 15, 2013. http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/files/Responsible-Sourcing-ofColored-Gemstones_ARS-Final-Report_-Collet-Curtze-Reed.pdf.
7 Irin News. “Malawi’s Small Scale Miners Think Big.” July 1, 2013. http://www.irinnews.org/fr/report/98332/malawi-s-smallscale-miners-think-big.
World Vision. Behind the Bling: Forced and Child Labour in the Jewellery Industry. 2013.
http://campaign.worldvision.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/7185_DTL_Factsheet_Jewellery_LR.pdf.
8 Open Society Initiative for Southern Africa. Organised Crime in the SADC Region: Police Perceptions.
http://dspace.africaportal.org/jspui/bitstream/123456789/31495/1/Mono60.pdf?14.
Ndhlovu, Francis. Organized Crime in Zambia. September 30, 1997. http://klibredb.lib.kanagawau.ac.jp/dspace/bitstream/10487/2385/1/kana-4-31-3-0004.pdf.
Unninayar, Cynthia. “Talking Green – All About Emeralds.” Gem Scene. http://www.gemscene.com/emerald-symposium.html.
9 International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC). New Campaign to Combat Forced Labour of Nepali Migrant Workers in the
Gulf. January 21, 2011. http://www.ituc-csi.org/new-campaign-to-combat-forced?lang=en.
10 The Guardian. “’Sapphire rush’ threatens rainforests of Madagascar.” April 2, 2017.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/02/sapphire-rush-threatens-rainforests-of-madagascar.
11 SBS. “Madagascar faces crisis in sapphire rush.” April 3, 2017. http://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/2017/04/03/madagascarfaces-crisis-sapphire-rush.
12 U.S. Department of Labor. Bureau of International Labor Affairs. 2016 List of Goods Produced by Child Labor or Forced Labor.
2016. https://www.dol.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ilab/reports/child-labor/findings/TVPRA_Report2016.pdf.
1
2

12

Hamilton, Richard. “Madagascar’s scramble for sapphires.” BBC News. August 1, 2003.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/3114213.stm.
14 The Guardian. “'Sapphire rush' threatens rainforests of Madagascar.” April 2, 2017.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/02/sapphire-rush-threatens-rainforests-of-madagascar.
Brilliant Earth. “Sapphire and Colored Gemstone Issues: Labor.” https://www.brilliantearth.com/sapphire-issueslabor/?utm_expid=1332916-281._WC2PT4rTnCrmQje-Lvlkg.0&utm_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F.
15 BBC News. “The Tanzanian gemstone mined by child labour.” June 19, 2014. http://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-africa27933666/the-tanzanian-gemstone-mined-by-child-labour.
ArtisanalMining.org. Child Labour in Tanzanite Mining, Tanzania. 2004.
http://www.artisanalmining.org/Repository/01/The_CASM_Files/CASM_Meetings_International/2004_Washington_%28ILO%2
9/ILO-CASM_Harry_Mushi.pdf.
Irin News. “Gem Slaves: Tanzanite’s child labour.” September 6, 2006. http://www.irinnews.org/report/61004/tanzania-gemslaves-tanzanites-child-labour.
16 UNICEF. Child Protection Data: Child Labour. 2016. http://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-labour/.
17 Macrae, Callum. “Mozambique’s Gem Wars.” Al Jazeera. December 10, 2015.
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/africainvestigates/2015/12/mozambique-gem-wars-151210075320384.html.
18 Valoi, Estacio. The Blood Rubies of Montepuez. Foreign Policy. May 3, 2016. http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/05/03/the-bloodrubies-of-montepuez-mozambique-gemfields-illegal-mining/.
19 Valoi, Estacio. The Blood Rubies of Montepuez. Foreign Policy. May 3, 2016. http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/05/03/the-bloodrubies-of-montepuez-mozambique-gemfields-illegal-mining/.
20 Valoi, Estacio. The Blood Rubies of Montepuez. Foreign Policy. May 3, 2016. http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/05/03/the-bloodrubies-of-montepuez-mozambique-gemfields-illegal-mining/.
21 Valoi, Estacio. The Blood Rubies of Montepuez. Foreign Policy. May 3, 2016. http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/05/03/the-bloodrubies-of-montepuez-mozambique-gemfields-illegal-mining/.
22 Transparency International. 2014 Corruption Perceptions Index. 2015. https://www.transparency.org/cpi2014.
23 African Development Bank, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, United Nations Development
Programme. African Economic Outlook 2017. 2017. http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/.
24 The Fund for Peace. Fragile States Index 2017. 2017. http://fundforpeace.org/fsi/data/.
25 Fox News. “Madagascar forest overwhelmed by thousands seeking sapphires.” April 2, 2017.
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2017/04/02/madagascar-forest-overwhelmed-by-thousands-seeking-sapphires.html.
26 Fox News. “Madagascar forest overwhelmed by thousands seeking sapphires.” April 2, 2017.
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2017/04/02/madagascar-forest-overwhelmed-by-thousands-seeking-sapphires.html
27 “The Guardian. 'Sapphire rush' threatens rainforests of Madagascar.” April 2, 2017.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/02/sapphire-rush-threatens-rainforests-of-madagascar.
Brilliant Earth. “Sapphire and Colored Gemstone Issues: Labor.” https://www.brilliantearth.com/sapphire-issueslabor/?utm_expid=1332916-281._WC2PT4rTnCrmQje-Lvlkg.0&utm_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F.
28 The World Bank. Rural population. 2016. http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS?view=chart.
29 The World Bank. GINI index. 2014. http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
13

13

