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Government Probes ARV Leakages Exposed by
MakanDay
By Linda Soko Tembo 

Fol lowing an inve stigation
by MakanDay Centre  for
Inve stigative  Journal ism
exposing the pi l ferage of
medic ine s,  including
antiretroviral  drugs
(ARVs),  the Ministry  of
Health has  announced
that  inve stigations  are
underway to  e stabl ish the
facts  and identi fy  thos e
involved.

Beyond the a l leged drug
divers ion,  the Ministry
rais ed concerns  about
health conditions  at
i l legal  mining s ite s,
noting that  poor  acce ss  to
c lean water,  sanitation
and hygiene increas e s  the
risk  of  d is eas e s  such as
cholera,  typhoid,  HIV and
other  infections.

The Ministry  said  the
probe is  focusing on the
al leged divers ion of
e ss entia l  medic ine s  from
the publ ic  health system
for  i l legal  sa le  at  mining
site s  in  Mpika and
Kas empa distr icts.

From page 1

MakanDay’s  inve stigation
found that  antiretroviral
drugs  meant  to  be
provided free  of  charge
through Zambia’s  publ ic
health system were being
sold  i l legal ly  for  cash at
remote gold-mining s ite s.
The drugs  were traded
openly  by unl icenced
vendors  in  informal
mining s ett lements,
rais ing concerns  about
divers ion from health
faci l itie s,  treatment
interruptions,  and the
risk  of  drug re s istance.

In a  pre ss  statement
issued on Friday,  January
30,  2026,  Ministry  of
Health Principal  Publ ic
Relations  Off icer  and
spoke sperson Georgia
Chimombo said  the
Ministry  had received
al legations  that  l i fe-
saving medic ine s  intended
for  vulnerable  patients
were being diverted to
i l legal  mining s ite s  — a
development  she warned
pos e s  s er ious  publ ic
health r isks.

“If  conf irmed,  the s e
actions  v io late
profe ss ional  ethics  and
national  laws,  and
threaten publ ic  health
programme s,” Chimombo
said.
“Such practice s  put
vulnerable  c itizens  at  r isk
by l imiting acce ss  to  l i fe-
saving medic ine s.”

She said  the Ministry
strongly  condemns the
al leged i l legal  sa le  of
medic ine s  and reminded
health workers  that  ARVs
and other  e ss entia l  drugs
are  provided str ict ly  to
safeguard c itizens’
health.  
Anyone found involved,
she warned,  wi l l  face
disc ipl inary action and
poss ible  pros ecution.

The Ministry  has  a lso
urged Zambians  to  report
suspected cas e s  of
medic ine divers ion to
health authoritie s  or  law-
enforcement  agencie s.

“Becaus e the s e  areas  fa l l
outs ide  approved s ervice-
del ivery frameworks,
medical  support  cannot  be
provided,” Chimombo
said.

Chimombo said
inve stigations  are  ongoing
and announced plans  for
the Ministry  of  Health to
col laborate  with the
Ministr ie s  of  Mine s  and
Mineral  Development,
Home Affairs  and Internal
Security,  and Defence to
re store  order,  protect
publ ic  health and prevent
further  i l legal  activ itie s.

She said  the Ministry
reaf f irmed its
commitment  to
safeguarding medic ine s
and protecting the health
of  a l l  Zambians.

Smuggling,  Briber y & Border Wars at  Kipushi
By Sanjimba Kanganja | Radio Kabangabanga -  Solwezi

A report  by Radio
Kabangabanga expos e s
how Zambia may be lo s ing
mil l ions  in  publ ic  revenue
at  Kipushi  Border  Post  in
northwe stern Zambia,
where smuggl ing,  br ibery,
and institutional  conf l icts
are  a l legedly  thriving.

While  of f ic ia l  f igure s
show about  K6 mil l ion
col lected annual ly,
re s idents,  dr ivers,  and
source s  de scr ibe  night ly
movements  of  prohibited
maize  and other
undocumented goods,
often faci l itated through
bribe s  involving multiple
border  agencie s.

The inve stigation also
reveals  a l legations  that
Congole s e  nationals  are
working ins ide  Zambian-
control led border
premis e s,  shutting out
local  youths  and rais ing
s erious  accountabi l ity
concerns.

Efforts  to  re store  order,
including a  new truck
park under  a  publ ic-
private  partnership,
reportedly  tr iggered turf
wars  that  drew the
attention of  Hakainde
Hichi lema and s enior
ministers.  

Yet  key que stions  s ent  to
authoritie s  remain
unanswered.

Kipushi  i s  a  smal l  border
between two countrie s,
Congo DR and Zambia,
but  the revenue lo ss e s,
governance fa i lure s,  and
publ ic  trust  at  stake are
national.

Watch the ful l
report  on
https://makan
day.org/
Watch the ful l  report  on
https://makanday.org/

https://makanday.org/smuggling-bribery-border-wars-at-kipushi/
https://makanday.org/smuggling-bribery-border-wars-at-kipushi/
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Rising Crime, Thin Policing
Mtendere and Kalingal inga residents  caught  between violence and an overstretched pol ice
service
By Brenda Muzeya

Police  explanations:
poverty,  a lcohol,  and
‘junkie s’

Re sidents  of  Lusaka’s
Mtendere,  Kal iki l ik i ,
Kal ingal inga and the
Pre sidentia l  Housing
Initiative  (PHI)
townships  are  l iv ing with
dai ly  fear,  as  v io lent  and
property  cr ime surge and
an understaf fed pol ice
s ervice  struggle s  to  keep
pace.

and institutional
partnerships,  including
with Levy Mwanawansa
Medical  Univers ity,
measure s  re s idents  say
are irregular  and
unpredictable.  

rais ing que stions  about
inve stigative  capacity,
fo l low-through,  and
justice  for  v ictims.

Across  surrounding high-
density  neighbourhoods,
re s idents  report  a
famil iar  pattern,  cr ime s
are  reported,  arre sts  are
sometime s  made,  but
cas e s  frequently  stal l ,  are
withdrawn, or  quiet ly
disappear  from the justice
system. 

Data obtained by
MakanDay through a
pre ss  query to  the Zambia
Pol ice  Service  now
reveals  the  scale  of  the
chal lenge.  In  a  s ingle
year,  pol ice  posts  s erving
Mtendere,  PHI,
Kal iki l ik i ,  and
Kal ingal inga recorded
dozens  of  murder,  assault,
theft,  and burglary cas e s,
even as  pol ice
acknowledge they lack the
manpower to  adequately
prevent  cr ime or  s ee
inve stigations  through to
conclus ion.

Earl ier  this  year,
MakanDay reported how
medical  students  l iv ing in
Mtendere and PHI were
coming under  s iege,
facing repeated attacks,
robberie s,  and
intimidation around
boarding hous e s  and
student  hoste ls  near  Levy
Mwanawasa Medical
Univers ity.  

That  report  expos ed
delayed pol ice  re spons e,
poor  night  patrols,  and
growing fear  among
students,  warning s igns,
re s idents  say,  of  a  deeper
and widening publ ic
safety  problem.

This  story bui lds  on thos e
f indings,  drawing on
pol ice  cr ime data and
interviews with re s idents
to  show that  the
ins ecurity  documented
among students  i s  not
isolated.  

Between January 1 and
December 31,  2025,
pol ice  posts  under
Mtendere pol ice  station
s erving Kal iki l ik i ,
Kal ingal inga,  and
Mtendere recorded more
than f ive  murder  cas e s,
106 assault  cas e s,  55
theft  cas e s,  and 19
burglary cas e s.  While
arre sts  were made in  some
incidents,  a  s igni f icant
number of  cas e s  were
later  withdrawn or
stal led,  

The numbers,  and what
they don’t  show
According to  pol ice
statistic s  shared with
MakanDay:
• Murder:  over  5  cas e s,
with arre sts  reported
• Assault:  106 cas e s,  62
arre sts,  11 cas e s
withdrawn
• Burglary:  19 cas e s,  5
arre sts,  2  withdrawn
• Theft:  55 cas e s,  34
arre sts,  4  withdrawn
While  the f igure s  point  to
pers istent  cr iminal
activ itie s,  they also
expos e  a  deeper  problem.
Not  a l l  reported cr ime s
translate  into
pros ecutions  or
convictions.  Withdrawn
cas e s,  in  particular,  often
signal  lack of  evidence,  or
victims lo s ing conf idence
in the justice  proce ss,
dynamics  pol ice  statistic s
rarely  explain.
In percentage terms,  the
pol ice  data points  to
uneven progre ss  across
cas e s.  Of  the 106 assault
cas e s  recorded,  58.5
percent  re sulted in
arre sts,  whi le  10.4
percent  were withdrawn,
leaving 31.1 percent
unre solved.  Burglary
cas e s  showed the weake st
outcome s.  Only  26.3
percent  of  the  19 cas e s
led to  arre sts,  10.5
percent  were withdrawn,
and nearly  63 percent
stal led without
re solution.  
Theft  cas e s  performed
better  but  sti l l  revealed
gaps,  with 61.8 percent
of  cas e s  re sulting in
arre sts,  7.3 percent
withdrawn, and almost  31
percent  remaining
unre solved.  Pol ice  data on
murder  cas e s  was le ss
precis e,  reporting arre sts
but  not  providing exact
cas e  numbers,  l imiting a
ful l  ass e ssment  of
progre ss  and
accountabi l ity.
Re sidents  interviewed by
MakanDay de scr ibed a
famil iar  cycle.  Crime s  are
reported,  arre sts  are
sometime s  made,  and then
communication and
fol low-up quiet ly  fade
away.
“We reported the cas e s,
but  nothing has
happened,” said  Mirr iam
Zulu,  a  medical  student
and victim who was
interviewed for  an earl ier
report.  “Pol ice  ask for
transport  to  go  to  the
scene.  We don’t  s ee
patrols  at  night.”

Pol ice  of f ic ia ls  attr ibuted
the spike  in  reported
crime s  largely  to  poverty,
substance abus e,  and
reduced community
vig i lance.

“Assault  cas e s  increas e
exponential ly  towards
month-end when people
are  paid  and tend to  dr ink
beer  more,  leading to
conf l icts,” Godfrey
Chi labi  to ld  MakanDay.

Students  and boarding-
hous e re s idents  were
s ingled out  as  frequent
targets,  with of f icers
warning that  “junkie s”
often monitor  hoste ls  and
rental  propertie s  for  theft
opportunitie s.

To counter  the s e  trends,
pol ice  say they are
intensi fy ing patrols,
particular ly  in  cr ime-
prone areas  such as
Kal iki l ik i  and
Kal ingal inga,  and
strengthening community
engagement  through the
Community  Service
Del ivery framework and
the Victim Support  Unit.

Promises  versus
presence on the ground
Police  said  they are
re sponding through
increas ed patrols  in  high-
density  areas,  community
s ensitisation on cr ime
prevention,  coordination
with neighbourhood
watch groups,  student
s ecurity-orientation
programme s,  

“Sometime s  you s ee  pol ice
vehic le s,  sometime s  you
don’t.  At  night,  you are
most ly  on your own,” said
a Mtendere shop owner.

Pol ice  thems elve s
acknowledge that  patrols
are  often reactive  rather
than preventive.  

“We do not  have speci f ic
time s  to  carry out  patrols .
We target  areas  where
junkie s  hide,"  Chi labi
said,  urging communitie s
to  be  v ig i lant  and report
suspic ious  activ itie s.  

The
manpower
cris is  behind
the crime
At the heart  of  the
problem is  a  chronic
shortage of  pol ice
of f icers.

Zambia current ly  has  a
pol ice-to-c itizen ratio
ranging between 1:700
and 1:894,  far  below the
United Nations-
recommended standard of
1:450.

According to  government
f igure s,  Zambia’s  roughly
22,000 pol ice  of f icers  are
re sponsible  for  a
population of  nearly  20
mil l ion people.  
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Rising Crime, Thin Policing Cont...

This  gap is  not  without
cons equence s.  In  high-
density  townships  l ike
Mtendere and
Kal ingal inga,  one of f icer
may be re sponsible  for
thousands  of  re s idents,
making thorough
inve stigations,  fo l low-
ups,  and community
patrols  practical ly
imposs ible.  

Government of f ic ia ls  have
repeatedly  conceded that
pol ic ing capacity  has  not
kept  pace with population
growth.

In Makululu township,
14-year-old  Ol iver
struggle s  in  school.  Once
energetic  and curious,  he
now batt le s  learning
di f f icultie s  and stigma.
Some teachers  label  him
“slow”.  Doctors  later
conf irmed that  his  b lood-
lead levels  were
dangerously  high.

Kabwe’s  lead poisoning
cris is  has  been
documented for  decade s,
yet  accountabi l ity  remains
elus ive.  

Despite  a  World Bank–backed remediation project  and years  of  international  scrutiny,  Kabwe’s residents  say
contamination, i l lness,  and broken promises  st i l l  def ine dai ly  l i fe.
By Luckson Mwale 

Beyond i l lne ss,  famil ie s
de scr ibe  anxiety,  gui lt,
and economic  strain.
Hospital  v is its  consume
scarce  income.  Some
chi ldren are  pul led out  of
school.  The s e  costs  never
appear  in  f inancial
statements,  yet  they
remain the most  enduring
legacy of  Kabwe’s
pol lution.

De spite  the scale  of
exposure,  with tens  of
thousands  of  chi ldren and
women of  chi ldbearing
age reportedly  poisoned
by re s idual  lead dust,
comprehensive
remediation came only
decade s  later.  

I t  was  only  after
sustained publ ic  pre ssure
and growing international
scrutiny that  the Zambian
government,  with World
Bank support,  launched
the Zambia Mining and
Environmental
Remediation and
Improvement  Project
(ZMERIP).  The delay has
rais ed pers istent
que stions  about
re sponsibi l ity  for  one of
the world’s  longe st-
running industr ia l
poisoning cas e s—and why
justice  and redre ss  have
taken so  long.

What remains  unclear  i s
when,  or  how, this  gap
wil l  be  c lo s ed,
particular ly  in  urban
s ett lements  where cr ime
rate s  remain high and
pol ice  posts  are  a lready
overstretched.

ZMERIP began in  2016
and was scheduled to  end
on June 28,  2024.

This  inve stigation f inds  a
pers istent  gap between
funding and impact:  whi le
mil l ions  were disburs ed
for  remediation,  audits
f lagged waste  and stal led
contracts,  procurement
records  show spending on
vehic le s  and consultancy
s ervice s,  and re s idents
say contamination and
i l lne ss  remain largely
unchanged.

rehabi l itating
contaminated s ite s  and
strengthening regulatory
overs ight.

A US$50 mil l ion Clean-Up That  Stayed on
Paper:  Kabwe’s Lead Cris is

The project  was
structured around four
main components,  US$25
mil l ion was a l located to
s ite  remediation and
environmental
governance,  US$10
mil l ion to  institutional
strengthening for
agencie s  such as  the
Zambia Environmental
Management  Agency
(ZEMA) and the Mine s
Safety  Department,
US$12 mil l ion to  local
environmental
improvements,  including
works  on the Kabwe canal
and soi l  containment,  and
US$3 mil l ion to  project
management  and
monitoring.

Even the Inspector
General  of  Pol ice,
Graphel  Musamba,  has
publ ic ly  acknowledged the
strain,  recent ly  appeal ing
for  the recruitment  of
3,000 new of f icers  ahead
of  the 2026 general
e lections.

Government
acknowledgment,  s low
solutions

The demand for  pol ic ing
s ervice s  continue s  to  r is e
due to  increas ed
population,  urbanisation,
and economic  activ ity.  In
a minister ia l  statement  to
Parl iament  in  November
2023,  Home Affairs  and
Internal  Security  Minister
Jack Mwiimbu conf irmed
that  Zambia’s  pol ice-to-
c itizen ratio  had wors ened
to one of f icer  for  every
894 c itizens.

Brenda Muzeya is  an
intern at  MakanDay under
the Free Pre ss  Initiative’s
Journal ism Graduate
Internship Programme,
which aims to  promote
excel lence in  journal ism.

Media reports  dating back
more than 40 years  trace
the contamination to  the
Kabwe mine,  formerly
Broken Hil l ,  where Anglo
American inve sted in  lead
mining operations  in  1925
and is  a l leged to  have
exercis ed s igni f icant
control  and management
unti l  Zambia national is ed
the mining s ector  in
1974.  

The mine continued
operating under  state
ownership before
eventual ly  c lo s ing in
1994,  leaving behind
wide spread and enduring
lead contamination that
continue s  to  af fect
thousands  of  re s idents.

Ministry  of  Mine s  records
show that  the project  had
a core  budget  of  US$50
mil l ion,  a l igned with the
World Bank’s  broader
commitment.  I t  was
de signed to  reduce
environmental  and publ ic
health r isks  associated
with mining pol lution in
Kabwe and parts  of  the
Copperbelt  by

In addition,  US$1.2
mil l ion was spent  during
the preparatory phas e  in
2015 on consultancy
s ervice s,  bas el ine  studie s,
and engineering de s igns.

According to  the World
Bank reports,  the  f irst
component,  remediation
of  contaminated hotspots
and improvement  of
environmental
infrastructure,  f inanced
targeted c lean-up
activ itie s  and related
environmental
infrastructure in  Kabwe
and parts  of  the
Copperbelt.

But  re s idents  say that,  on
the ground,  the promis ed
support  has  yet  to
materia l i s e.  They report
receiving l itt le  or  no
tangible  ass istance from
government,  
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chi ldren diagnos ed with
elevated lead levels  were
neither  fo l lowed up nor
treated consistent ly,
undermining the project’s
central  publ ic  health
objective

A US$50 mil l ion Clean-Up That  Stayed on Paper:  Kabwe’s Lead Cris is  Cont....

while  roads  in  af fected
communitie s  remain in
poor condition,  wors ening
acce ss  and compounding
the health chal lenge s  of
thos e  l iv ing near  the
mine.

No compensation has  yet
reached some af fected
famil ie s.

“They told  us  the c lean-
up had started,” said
Margaret  Mwelwa,  a
re s ident  of  Makululu
Township.  “But the dust
is  sti l l  here,  the  chi ldren
are sti l l  s ick,  and nothing
has  changed.”

Kabwe’s  experience
expos e s  the l imits  of
funding without
accountabi l ity.  Without
transparency,
enforcement,  and
sustained overs ight,  even
the large st  remediation
budgets  r isk  becoming
another  layer  of  dust  over
an unre solved cr is is .

El izabeth Njovu,  Project
Manager  at  Environment
Afr ica,  says  the fa i lure s
point  to  a  deeper
accountabi l ity  cr is is .

“Kabwe’s  poison is  not
history,” she says.  “It  i s
the cost  of  forgotten
accountabi l ity.”

In October  2020,  nearly
140,000 Kabwe re s idents,
repre s ented by the law
f irms Leigh Day and
Mbuyisa  Moleele,  f i led  a
class-action lawsuit  in
South Afr ica  against
Anglo  American,  which
operated the Kabwe mine
before  Zambia’s
independence.

Implementation
re sponsibi l ity  was spl it
among government
ministr ie s  and regulatory
agencie s,  whi le  the World
Bank provided f inancing
and overs ight.  This
di f fus ion of  re sponsibi l ity,
experts  say,  has  made it
di f f icult  to  enforce
accountabi l ity  when
projects  sta l l .

Reque sts  for  comment
were also  s ent  to  the
Ministry  of  Green
Economy and
Environment,  which s its
on the committee
overs eeing the Kabwe
Mine remediation
initiative.  By the time of
publ ication,  the Ministry
had not  re sponded.

The que stions  sought  to
e stabl ish what  steps  the
ministry  i s  taking to
ensure Kabwe become s
lead-free,  and to  ass e ss
the impact  of  World Bank
funds on af fected
communitie s.

Luckson Mwale is  a
fel low under the
Wildl i fe  Crime
Prevention (WCP)
environmental
fel lowship for
journalists.  The
MakanDay Centre
for Invest igat ive
Journalism, in
partnership with
WCP, supported
the report ing of
this  stor y.

The 2021 Auditor
General’s  Report  rais ed
s erious  concerns  over  the
project’s  implementation.
It  c ited wasteful
expenditure  of  more than
US$1 mil l ion after  over
20,200 dos e s  of  anti- lead
poisoning drugs  expired,
attr ibuting the lo ss e s  to
weak te sting systems and
poor fo l low-up of  af fected
chi ldren.  Health workers
told  auditors  that  many
chi ldren who te sted
positive  were never
monitored again,  even
after  e levated lead levels
were detected.

The audit  a lso  f lagged
fai lure s  to  recover
advance payments  for
stal led contracts.  The s e
included a  borehole
project  at  hotspot  schools
in  Kabwe that  never
commenced becaus e
required environmental
management  plans  were
not  f inal is ed.  By mid-
2022,  substantia l  sums
remained unrecovered.

Several  cr itical
engineering interventions
also  fa i led to  progre ss.
The Kabwe canal,
identi f ied  as  a  major
route  for  contaminated
storm water  through
dens ely  populated
neighbourhoods,  remains
largely  unimproved.
Planned rehabi l itation of
tai l ings  and overburden
dumps on the Copperbelt
advanced l itt le  beyond the
de sign stage,  de spite
funds  being a l located.

Meanwhile,  this
inve stigation found that
the government sank 12
borehole s  under  the
project.  Records  further
show that  more than
US$292,000 was spent  on
vehic le s,  including
contracts  for  drone s  and
drone pi lot  s ervice s,
f inanced through the
World Bank project.

Procurement  data further
indicate  that  in  September
2020 alone,  a  contract
worth US$44,000 was
awarded for  the
procurement  of  a  “motor
vehic le  for  Kabwe,”
according to  information
publ ished on the World
Bank’s  website.

The re sult,  re s idents  say,
was a  project  that  exists
more convincingly  on
paper  than on the ground.
As a  re sult,

The cas e  sought
compensation for
wide spread lead poisoning
l inked to  the mine.

In July  2023,  the Gauteng
Divis ion of  the  High
Court  a l lowed the cas e  to
proceed to  a  certi f ication
hearing.  United Nations
experts  and Amne sty
International  intervened
in 2022 and were
admitted as  amici  curiae,
supporting the victims’
c la ims.

However,  on December
15,  2023,  the court
refus ed to  certi fy  the
propos ed c lass  action.  In
a 126-page judgment,
Justice  Leonie  Windel l
ruled that  holding a
company l iable  decade s
after  it  ceas ed operations
would s et  a  “grave
precedent,” particular ly
for  harm ass e ss ed against
standards  that  did  not
exist  at  the  time.

At  the same time,  the
court  acknowledged that  a
c lass  action remains  the
only  real istic  avenue
through which Kabwe’s
victims could acce ss
justice,  underscoring the
continuing legal  impass e
facing af fected
communitie s.

Anglo  American has
consistent ly  denied
re sponsibi l ity.  In  a  2024
emai l  to  Colonist  Report,
the company said  it  “wil l
fervently  defend its e l f
s ince  we are  not
re sponsible  for  the
s ituation in  Kabwe – as
the High Court  in  South
Africa  recent ly  af f irmed
back in  December 2023”.

Joackim Bunda,  a  father
of  three  from Chowa
township and one of  the
plainti f fs ,  says  the wait
has  been agonis ing.

“We heard compensation
would come,” he says.
“But years  have pass ed.
Our chi ldren are  sti l l
s ick.”

A s et  of  que stions  were
s ent  to  the World Bank
s eeking comment on the
project,  including
whether  Anglo  American
was involved in
supporting the loan
provided to  Zambia.  By
the time of  publ ication,
the World Bank had not
re sponded.

Photos by Tommy Trenchard -  npr website
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the programme,
MakanDay’s
inve stigations  found that
at  least  four  Zambian
women had recent ly
joined.

When Africa Is  Pulled Into War by Deception
“I can’t  understand this
company and why so  many
people  from around the
world  are  here,” she said.

MakanDay bel ieve s  this
s i lence i s  dangerous.

As  more vivid  and
disturbing accounts  from
the Russia–Ukraine war
come to  l ight,  they
increasingly  conf irm what
MakanDay Centre  for
Inve stigative  Journal ism
has been warning about
for  over  a  year:  Afr ica  i s
not  merely  obs erving this
conf l ict  from afar,
Afr icans  are  being pul led
into it,  often through
deception,  coercion,  and
si lence.

A recent  CNN
inve stigation la id  bare  one
of  the  most  chi l l ing
example s  yet.  The report
shows an Afr ican recruit
in  the Russ ian army,  a
Kenyan man,  with a
landmine strapped to  his
che st,  being ordered to
charge Ukrainian
positions  on the front
l ine.  

Further  reporting
uncovered the
involvement  of
organisations  such as  the
Zambia-Russia  Graduate s
Alumni  Association
(ZAMRUS) and the Smile
Nation Foundation in  The
Gambia in  promoting the
initiative.

De spite  being advertis ed
as  “an international
programme from Russia
of fer ing a  free  f l ight  and
a chance to  earn wel l ,
even without  work
experience,” the true
nature of  Alabuga Start
remains  opaque.

The contrast  between
l ived real ity  and publ ic
me ssaging could not  be
starker.

Comment

CNN spoke to  more than a
dozen Afr ican men from
Ghana,  Uganda,  and
Nigeria  who say they were
coerced into  jo ining the
Russian army and
deployed to  active  combat
with l itt le  to  no training.

The s e  revelations  are
horri fy ing.  But  they are
not  i so lated.

When MakanDay f irst
encountered early  reports
of  Afr ican recruitment
l inked to  Russ ia  in  2024,
we noted a  dangerous
contradiction:  on one
hand,  aggre ss ive
recruitment  me ssaging
and glossy  promotional
materia l  c irculating in
Zambia and e ls ewhere on
the continent;  on the
other,  a larming
international  reports
sugge sting exploitation,
s ecrecy,  and
mil itar isation.

That  contradiction
prompted our f irst
inve stigation,  publ ished
in December 2024,  into
the Russian “Alabuga
Start” programme,
marketed as  a  work-study
or ski l l s-development
opportunity,  but
speci f ical ly  targeting
young Afr ican women and
gir ls .  

The programme promis e s
free  f l ights,  long-term
accommodation,  work
training,  and salar ie s  far
above average earnings  in
their  home countrie s.  I t  i s
pre s ented as  a  gateway to
opportunity  and
integration into  Russ ian
society.

Yet  behind the marketing
l ie s  a  troubl ing lack of
transparency.

Although Zambia’s
Immigration Department
has  not  publ ic ly
conf irmed how many
young women have
travel led under

Concerned by the cross-
border  dimensions  of  the
recruitment  drive,
MakanDay e scalated the
inve stigation through the
Network of  Afr ican
Inve stigative  Reporters
and Editors  (NAIRE).
What fo l lowed was a
s even-country
col laborative  inve stigation
examining how and why
so many young Afr icans
accept  the s e  of fers,
sometime s  even after
warnings  have been
rais ed.

For the Zambian chapter,
MakanDay succeeded in
interviewing one of  the
recruited young women in
Russia.  Her te stimony
sharply  contradicted the
cheerful  publ ic-relations
imagery c irculated in
Zambia,  of  smi l ing g ir ls
in  uni form, g lowing
te stimonials,  and pol ished
media  appearance s  on
social  media.

According to  her  account,
once ins ide  Alabuga,
recruits  have l imited
freedom to  communicate
with their  famil ie s  and
almost  no abi l ity  to  speak
publ ic ly.  

Contacting her  took
MakanDay more than
s even months.  When she
f inal ly  agreed to  speak,
she de scr ibed confusion,
isolation,  and uncertainty
about  the work taking
place  ins ide  the
compound.

Even after  nearly  a  year,
she said  she sti l l  doe s  not
ful ly  understand what  the
Alabuga programme is  or
what  its  industr ia l
activ itie s  truly  entai l .  

She de scr ibed obs erving
operations  re lated to
automotive
manufacturing,
construction,  and what
she referred to  as
“advanced materia ls,”  but
could not  explain their
purpos e.  

What i s  perhaps  most
alarming,  however,  i s  the
s i lence.  Governments
across  the region,
including Zambia’s,  have
said  l itt le.  Publ ic  debate
remains  muted.  Off ic ia l
scrutiny is  l imited.
Meanwhile,  young
Africans  continue to  be
drawn into  opaque
systems l inked to  a  foreign
war whos e r isks  they do
not  ful ly  grasp.

The s e  are  not  i so lated
labour issue s.  They are
matters  of  human r ights,
national  re sponsibi l ity,
and continental  d ignity.
When Afr ican l ive s  are
treated as  expendable
labour or  disposable
combatants  in  a  foreign
conf l ict,  governments
have a  duty to  ask hard
que stions,  and to  act.

The stor ie s  emerging now
should not  be  met  with
shock alone.  They should
provoke accountabi l ity.
Where are  the church
leaders? Why are  our
governments  quiet?

This  week in the Bullet in & Record Magazine

The Woman Who Broke The Cei l ing
Kingsley Kaswende talks  to  Joyce Nonde-Simukoko about
her ground-breaking career in  trade unionism

There are  trai lb lazers,
and then there  are  thos e
who make history.  Joyce
Nonde-Simukoko doe s
both.  

In  the taxing,  male-
dominated f ie ld  of  trade
unionism in  Zambia -  one
that  i s  as  heady as  pol itic s
– Mrs Nonde-Simukoko is
the f irst  woman to  reach
the top echelons  of  the
system.

She became the f irst
female  general  s ecretary
of  a  trade union at
national  level,  and
pre s ident  of  a  trade union
confederation.  The union
she headed was the
Zambia Union of
Financial  and Al l ied
Workers  (ZUFIAW) and
the confederation was the
Federation of  Free Trade
Unions  of  Zambia
(FFTUZ), r ival  to  the
Zambia Congre ss  of  Trade
Unions  (ZCTU). That  was
in 1996 and 2002,
re spectively.

From then on,  Mrs
Nonde-Simukoko has  been
known as  the woman who
broke the g lass  ce i l ing  in
trade unionism in
Zambia,  and it  i s  fa ir  to
say that  she changed the
cours e  of  trade unionism
in the country.

By the time she retire s  in
Apri l  this  year  (2013),
Mrs Nonde-Simukoko,
who is  wel l -known for
talking tough and playing
hardbal l  with
government,  wi l l  have
clocked up 30 years  in  the
industry.  However,  the s e
days  she i s  more
intere sted in,  as  she says,
changing women from the
ins ide  out  so  they can go
and change their  society.

Her career  in  unionism,
she says,  has  been a
rol ler-coaster  r ide,
stre ss ing that  the jarr ing
tr ip  has  been purely  as  a
re sult  of  her  gender
rather  than her  abi l ity  to
del iver  re sults .
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“Men hate  having a  woman
direct  them…General ly,
women are  better  managers
than men,” she says.

be general  s ecretary of
ZUFIAW. As it  happened,
the court  cas e  coincided
with her  union’s  2006
quadrennial  conference,
and at  the  conference the
government had anointed a
leader  to  chal lenge her
candidature.  

Front  government,  which
has  made a  commitment  to
withdraw the appeal  from
the Supreme Court  and to
ki l l  the  “mal ic ious” 2008
change s  to  the Industr ia l
and Labour Relations  Act.

admitted to  the
consultative  meetings  and
it  was  granted.” FFTUZ
now has  20 member
unions.

Mrs Nonde-Simukoko was
instrumental  in  forming
the FFTUZ, which now
rivals  ZCTU. The break-
away happened in  1992,
soon after  the MMD came
into power.

She jo ined the trade union
movement as  a  “naïve” 25-
year-old  in  1983 whi le
working in  the accounts
department  at  the  Zambia
National  Bui lding Society,
a  parastatal  housing
f inance institution.

“It  has  been a  long,  painful
journey.  It  has  not  been
easy,” she says,  d irecting
my attention to  a  s ection of
a  f i l ing  cabinet  packed
with court  documents.  “It
has  been a  hel l  of  a  time.”

In fact,  it  was  so  much of  a
hel l i sh  period that  she did
not  even f ind time for
marriage earl ier  in  l i fe.  I t
was only  four  years  ago
that  she f inal ly  walked
down the ais le  -  as  a  50-
year-old  br ide.  “I  was
married to  my work.  My
husband was the union,”
chuckle s  Mrs  Nonde-
Simukoko,  who in  October
2008 married Lusaka
commercial  lawyer
Geoffrey Simukoko in  what
was de scr ibed as  the
“wedding of  the  year”.

Such has  been her
machismo in  trade
unionism. She batt led
against  the  grain of  the
Movement for  Multi -party
Democracy (MMD)
government over  and over
again.

“I  had a  di f f icult  time
under the MMD and it ’s  a
party  I’ l l  never  miss,” she
says.  “I  am one of  thos e
who fought  for  the MMD to
come to  power.  Litt le  d id  I
know that  thos e  we fought
for  didn’t  bel ieve  in
democracy.  The MMD had
a chance to  change things
but  they perpetrated one-
party  state  ideals,  which is
why it  i s  d i f f icult  for  the
opposition now.”

She continue s:  “Our
members  are  part  of  society
and we talk  on their
behal f.  When you cr itic is e
the government some
people  fee l  you are  trying
to bring it  down.
Unfortunately,  I  was  a lso
betrayed by members  of  my
national  executive
committee  who were
bought  by the MMD, who
[gave the] impre ss ion that
our union’s  v iewpoints
were my personal
viewpoints.”

She says  that  some
executive  members  of  the
union were continual ly
batt l ing  to  have her
removed.

“I’ve  got  doss iers  on al l
the  people  I  have di f fered
with.  I t ’s  about  money.  I
blocked the abus e of  funds.
I’m very str ict  when it
come s to  money and they
don’t  l ike  it.  I ’ve  to ld  them
I’ l l  not  a l low the misus e  of
funds  as  long as  I ’m
general  s ecretary,” she
said

The MMD government f ired
a vol ley  of  cas e s  against
her.  She was dragged to
court  over  her  e l ig ibi l ity  to

“But becaus e of  the  huge
support  I  had that  person
withdrew and I  was
unoppos ed,” she says,
refus ing to  disc lo s e  the
name of  that  person.

The Labour Commiss ioner
at  the time,  Noah
Sias imuna,  refus ed to
endors e  her  name becaus e
her  cas e  was in  court,
which angered ZUFIAW
members,  who wondered
why her  nomination had
been succe ssful .  The
conference re solved to  keep
the executive  members  in
of f ice  unti l  the  courts
re solved the matter.  

“This  i s  why we [ZUFIAW]
haven’t  gone to  the
conference up to  now. The
government then wrote  to
us  that  we’ve been
dissolved and we went  to
court  to  block
government’s  move.  The
court  granted us  an
injunction re straining the
government from
interfer ing with our
affa irs.  So,  we were
surviving on account  of  a
court  order,” she says.

The court  ruled in  her
favour in  2007,  but
government appealed to  the
Supreme Court  over  that
rul ing.  That  was f ive  years
ago and the Supreme Court
has  yet  to  make a  rul ing.

There was more to  come.
In 2008,  government
decided to  amend the law
to chal lenge her  e l ig ibi l ity
to  be  pre s ident  of  FFTUZ
on the grounds that  she
had re s igned her  job at
Zambia National  Bui lding
Society  to  be  employed ful l
time by ZUFIAW. The
propos ed amendments  to
the Industr ia l  and Labour
Relations  Act  would have
disqual i f ied  her  becaus e
union of f ic ia ls  would have
had to  be  employed by a
f inancial  institution,  and
Mrs Nonde-Simukoko had
earl ier  re s igned her  job at
the Zambia National
Bui lding Society.

“The 2008 change s  to  the
Industr ia l  and Labour
Relations  Act  ended up
hurting thos e  who
sponsored them within our
union becaus e I  was  sti l l
s erving (as  general
s ecretary) under  the court
order,” she says,  with a
touch of  tr iumph.

“The 2008 Act  g ive s
government and employers
absolute  power over
unions.  Employers  can
choos e  to  ignore us  and
government has  the r ight  to
dissolve  us  at  any time.  We
[unions] are  surviving at
the mercy of  government
and employers.”

However,  Mrs  Nonde-
Simukoko s eems to  be  in
the good books  of  Pre s ident
Michael  Sata’s  Patr iotic

“We had di f ference s  after
the 1991 e lections.  As
ZUFIAW, we fe lt  the  need
to re structure  the trade
union movement after  a
transition from a one-party
state  into  a  democratic
state.  We had supported
the MMD and we needed to
ass ert  ours elve s  whether
we would continue
supporting the party  in
government or  we would go
back to  the trenche s,” she
explains.  

“We came up with a
proposal  which we
pre s ented at  the  ZCTU
Congre ss.  At  that  time,
ZUFIAW had lo st  about
500 members  who had been
f ired during the str ike s  and
we understood that  ZCTU
leaders  had not  repre s ented
us  fa ir ly.  In  fact  they were
behind the f ir ing of  some of
our members  who had
wanted to  chal lenge them
at the congre ss.”

The reform proposal  was
rejected and 11 unions
thought  they must  leave
ZCTU and form a paral le l
union centre.  However,  it
took f ive  years  for  FFTUZ
to be registered and al l  but
two unions  (ZUFIAW and
MUZ, the Mine Workers
Union of  Zambia) returned
to ZCTU.

Soon after,  MUZ also  went
back to  ZCTU, leaving
ZUFIAW on its  own.  This
had legal  cons equence s,  as
a  minimum of  two unions
were legal ly  required to
form a union centre.  

“Government wanted to
deregister  us  but  they had
no legal  bas is  to  deregister
us,” she says.  “So al l  they
could do was ignore us.  We
were never  invited to  the
tr ipartite  consultative
meetings.  We went  to  court
to  s eek an order  to  be

For now, Mrs  Nonde-
Simukoko doe s  not  envisage
FFTUZ uniting with ZCTU.
“Our intere st  i s  to  work
together,  but  the ZCTU
didn’t  want  to  work with
us  over  the years.  As  at
now, there’s  no unity.  How
can you re-unite  with
people  who betrayed you?”
she says.

As  she leave s  trade union
work,  her  wish is  to  s ee
sweeping reforms in  the
trade union movement.
“I’m s eeing a  lot  of
confusion in  trade
unionism in  Zambia.  Most
union leaders  are
compromis ed.  Being
partisan has  its  own
cons equence s,” she says,
using general itie s.

She says  unions  are  fa i l ing
to  adequately  repre s ent
their  workers  becaus e most
union leaders  are
pol itical ly  compromis ed.

“Look at  what  happened in
South Afr ica,” she says,
referr ing to  the incident  at
South Afr ica’s  Marikana
mine in  which 34 miners
were shot  dead by pol ice
during a  prolonged str ike.
“The unions  were polar is ed
by pol itic s.  Government
and unions  have conf l icting
intere sts  and there’s  no
way they can work
together.”

She also  wants  reforms
that  wi l l  a l low managers  to
belong to  trade unions,  as
oppos ed to  the current  s et-
up where they are  barred
from union activ itie s.“In
this  capital i st  economy,
employers  don’t  want
union repre s entative s  who
are in  management.  They
want thos e  who are  le ss
educated,  whom they can
manipulate.  Their  intere st
is  to  make prof its,  but  we
now real is e  that  we need
effective  and educated
union leaders  who can
match their  opponents,”
she says.

Asked why she was leaving
the world  of  unions,  she
says  she has  s imply  decided
to “hand over  and let
others  take over”.  

Photo Credit:  Lusaka Times
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She is  a lso  approaching the
age of  55,  the cei l ing
al lowed by the ZUFIAW
constitution for  of f ice
bearers.

“I  never  made a  conscious
decis ion to  be  s ingle  or  not
to  have chi ldren in  my
early  l i fe.  I t  just  happened.
My kind of  work did  not
just  g ive  a  chance to  this,”
she says,  a  common
di lemma for  career  women,
who often have a  tough
time deciding whether  to
continue on their  career
trajectory or  to  stop and
risk  their  career  to  have
chi ldren.

Mrs Nonde-Simukoko now
gets  invited most ly  by
churche s  to  g ive
motivational  ta lks  to  young
gir ls  on how to  she
managed to  be  s ingle  up to
the age of  50.  

Could the PF be courting
her? Her re spons e doe s  not
completely  dismiss  this
sugge stion.

“I won’t  say ‘no’
categorical ly,” she says,
when asked i f  she  was
contemplating jo ining
pol itic s.  “I  don’t  know
where my future  wi l l  take
me.  I ’ve  learnt  in  l i fe  not
to  say ‘I  can’t’ .  People
thought  I  was  cr itic is ing
government becaus e I
wanted to  be  in  pol itic s.  

For now, she says  she i s  a
happy wife.  “I’m enjoying
my marriage.  I t ’s  another
s ide  of  l i fe.  I  enjoyed my
single  l i fe  and I  enjoyed my
freedom, which I  us ed very
wel l .  I  fee l  I ’m a  very
lucky person,” she says.
She doe s  not  have chi ldren
of  her  own but  she i s
rais ing chi ldren of  her
deceas ed s isters.  One of
thos e  chi ldren was recent ly
married of f.

“I  te l l  them that  it ’s  not  a
cr ime to  be  s ingle,” she
says.

I  would have jo ined pol itic s
as  early  as  the  1990s when
[former pre s ident
Frederick Chi luba] invited
me twice,  but  I  refus ed and
said  I  was  young and I
needed to  focus  on my
career.”

She advis e s  them how to
deal  with s ingle  l i fe  and
not  to  rush into  marriage.

This  art ic le  was f irst
published in the
Februar y edit ion of
Bullet in and Record
Magazine.  It  is
republished by
MakanDay Centre for
Invest igat ive
Journalism with
permission.  No part  of
this  art ic le  may be
reproduced without
proper attr ibution.


