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H i dde n  do c u m e n t s  r e v e a l
t h e  s h a m e  of  K ab w e ’ s  t ox i c
de a t h s  

The 200,000 plus inhabitants  of  Kabwe
continue to  suffer  to  this  day as  a  result  of
past  mining excesses.
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Hidden documents  reveal  the shame of  Kabwe’s
toxic  deaths 
Many chi ldren died and thousands  more were poisoned by lead toxic ity  during a  century of  Kabwe Mine’s  operation.  As  wel l ,
thousands  of  miners  were equal ly  struck down as  each day they r isked their  health and l ive s  in  a  poisonous mine,  with cynical
disregard by the authoritie s,  as  the  B&R can now reveal  after  studying documents  hidden away for  years.  

Charles  Mafa invest igates

Archived documents  s een
by the B&R pinpoint
f laws and boardroom
batt le s  within Zambia
Consol idated Copper
Mine s  (ZCCM) to  conceal
the real  impact  of  lead
poisoning in  Kabwe over
many years.  

From page 1

Given that  lead poisoning
has  been around for  so
long – and is  re sponsible
for  Kabwe being label led
by the UN as  one of  the
10 most  pol luted c itie s  on
earth --  the  actions  of
government in  deal ing
with the poisoning at
Kabwe Mine appear  to
have been reckle ss  in  the
extreme.  

The documents  show that
for  years  the people  of
Kabwe have been kept  in
the dark about  the
dangerous  environmental
me ss  in  which they l ive
and the health problems
they suf fer  as  a  re sult.
The documents  reveal,
too,  that  the rate  of  lead
poisoning became wors e
when ZCCM, becoming
cash-strapped,  began to
los e  its  ear ly  reputation
of  being “a re sponsible
corporate  c itizen” and
neglected environmental
and industr ia l  health
issue s.  

he  developed very high
temperature and the
mother  rushed him to  a
local  c l inic  where he was
given malaria  treatment.  

Detai ls  buried within
ZCCM show
environmental  and publ ic
health data of  chi ldren,
and certainly  adults  too,
dying as  a  re sult  of  lead
poisoning and others
being s everely  af fected.
Then thos e  who received
treatment  for  ‘ lead-out’
had l itt le  choice  but  to
return to  the same
hazardous environment
where the chi ldren
continued eating and
playing in  the lead
contaminated soi l s .   

Fol lowing are  some
typical  example s  of
chi ldren who were
affected.  Al l  such
example s  are  drawn from
ZCCM’s f i le s  but  the B&R
has changed the name s of
both chi ldren and
parents.  

On Friday,  10 November
1993,  one-year-old
Michael  Njobvu was
admitted to  the mine
hospital  with advanced
symptoms of  lead
poisoning.  He had been
suffer ing from a
pers istent  cough s ince  the
age of  s ix  months;  he  then
started vomiting and later
developed diarrhea.  On
Saturday,  

 

On Sunday,  the fo l lowing
day,  Michael  appeared at
f irst  to  be  getting better
but  in  the evening he
started having f its .  This
problem pers isted for
another  day,  but  he  was
only  taken to  the mine
hospital  on Tue sday
where he continued
receiving treatment  for
malaria.  On Thursday
afternoon,  treatment  for
lead poisoning was f inal ly
started after  re sults  from
the laboratory were made
avai lable.  But  Michael
died.  His  cas e  exempl i f ie s
a  huge problem across
Kabwe of  how mothers
struggled to  cope with
lead poisoning.  

Other  mothers
interviewed narrated
simi lar  ordeals.  Mrs
Olidah Nkhoma of  hous e
number E67 Kasanda,
explained how her
daughter,  Esther  Nkhoma,
tended to  have frequent
diarrhea.  She had a  poor
appetite  and was lo s ing
weight.  Ol idah explained
that  Esther  started having
spasms at  the  age of  s ix
months  and also  had
delayed physical  and
mental  development.
Esther  would have f its
between 2 – 3 weeks  and
usual ly  at  night.  The f its
would last  for  10 to  15
minute s  during which her
eye s  would be  rol l ing.
Ol idah said  her  chi ld  us ed
to eat  soi l  on a  dai ly
basis .    

The records  for  1990 and
1991 show very high
lead-blood levels  for  a l l
chi ldren admitted to  the
hospital .  Some chi ldren
had lead-blood levels  of
up to  400 microgramme
per deci l iter  (µg/dl).  On
average,  chi ldren’s  b lood
lead levels  in  Kabwe
exceeded WHO’s
recommended levels  by  5
to  10 time s.  Average
blood levels  of  chi ldren
te sted ranged between 38
and 400 μg/dl.  Levels  of
70 or  above are
considered a  medical
emergency that  require s
hospital i sation.  Levels
exceeding 120 μg/dl  can
caus e permanent  brain
damage and death.

The re sults  are  a l l  c lear
to  s ee:  Aine ss  Kayuni,  age
1 yr  11 months,  s ex f,
Hs e number L6,  date
received 14.09.1990,  

Pb (lead) 120 µg/dl,
treatment  – cal l  out  s ent.
Irwin Banda,  age  1yr  2
months,  s exm, Hs e
number KK 22,  date
received 26.9.1990,  Pb
158 µg/dl,  treatment  –
cal l  out  s ent.  Tionge
Zulu,  age  2  yrs  7  months,
s ex f,  Hs e number M88,
date  received 20.11.1990,
Pb 400 µg/dl,  treatment
– admitted.  The l i st  i s
long and reads  l ike  an
endle ss  s equence of  doom.

But beyond this,  chi ldren
born with low levels  of
lead recorded higher
levels  a  year  later.  Twin
1,  born 9 March 1995 had
8 µg/dl  of  lead at  b irth,  a
year  later  his  level  leaped
to 70 µg/dl,  when he was
te sted again on 11 March
1996.  Another  example  i s
that  of  baby Richard.  At
birth,  on 27 May 1995,
he had 40µg/dl  but  when
another  te st  was  carr ied
out  on 11 March 1996,
his  level  increas ed by
almost  50%, recording
88µg/dl.

Publ ic  health records
show no deaths  in  1990 as
a re sult  of  lead poisoning,
but  a  health expert
famil iar  with ZCCM
operations  points  out  that
the symptoms of  lead
poisoning mimic  other
i l lne ss e s  such as  malaria.  

“It  was,  for  instance,
found that  most  of  the
chi ldren with high lead
levels  had at  some stage.  

suf fered from convuls ions
but  the parents  had not
sought  medical  advice  or
refrained the chi ld  from
eating soi l ,”  said  the
source,  “bel ieving instead
that  the chi ld  has  what  i s
known as  umusanfu.” --  a
condition def ined by f its

Former ZCCM staf f  sa id:
“It  was quite  frustrating
for  us  becaus e we knew
the problem, but  we could
not  te l l  the  parents.”
Publ ic  health workers
were forbidden from
saying that  people  had
this  particular  problem.

Repeated te sting and
treatment  of  chi ldren and
mine personnel  was
carried out  but  appears  to
have been a  weak ef fort  to
deal  with the lead
poisoning.  According to  a
1995 environmental  and
health report,  “lead
poisoning,  to  an acute
stage,  could be  avoided
but  under  a  tactical
educational  programme on
hygiene to  mothers”.
Analysts  say,  this  was  not
ef fectively  done before  or
after  mine c lo sure.           

Experts  gave early
warnings  of  the  s everity
of  lead poisoning in
chi ldren but  ZCCM chos e
not  to  act  on the
recommendations.  For
instance,  Dr Clyde
Hertzman,  an
epidemiologist  who
arrived in  Kabwe in  1995

The 200,000 plus inhabitants  of  Kabwe cont inue to
suf fer  to  this  day as a result  of  past  mining excesses.
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ZCCM was at  the  time
going through s er ious
f inancial  chal lenge s,
which meant
environmental  i ssue s  were
put  on a  back burner.
This  started showing as
far  back as  1985 with its
inabi l ity  to  inve st  in  new
equipment  or  replace  that
which was non-
functioning.

at  the  behe st  of  ZCCM to
ass e ss  the  lead s ituation,
found that  “blood levels
in  Kasanda and Chowa
were the highe st  I  have
ever  s een in  a  community
sample”.  

He also  rais ed the i ssue of
cost  as  a  barrier  to
carrying out  te sts  for
everyone including thos e
l iv ing outs ide  the mine
area.  

(we) ef fectively  took
the s e  i ssue s  into
government hands.  We
are not  in  a  position to
comment further  about
the matter  but  we
certainly  don’t  bel ieve
that  Anglo  American is  in
any way re sponsible  for
the current  s ituation”.
Other  cr itic s  accus e  the
giant  mining company of
“criminal  negl igence”.  

The Canadian expert  on
early  chi ldhood learning
noted that  l iterature
reviews sugge st  that
Intel l igence Quotients
(IQ) decl ine  by 2-3
points  for  every 10 µg/dl
lead in  early  chi ldhood.
Experts  say that  the main
objective  of  a  lead control
programme in  areas  l ike
Kabwe should be  a imed at
the protection of
developing fetus e s  and
chi ldren under  the age of
f ive  from exposure.

Kabwe Mine was f irst
owned and mined by
Anglo  American for  c lo s e
to  80 years.  Critic s  accus e
the company of  cutting
s ecret  deals  with
government during
privatisation to  avoid
cleaning up the area (See
B&R October  2014).  

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.  

Lead is  no longer  mined
at  Kabwe but  it  i s  sti l l
there  in  the soi l ,  and it  i s
sti l l  doing untold  harm,
e special ly  to  chi ldren.  Dr
Hertzman pointed out
that  lead reduce s
intel lectual  function and
increas e s  various
neurobehavioural  barriers
to  learning such as
irr itabi l ity  and
“distractibi l ity”.  

In  1970 when the mine
was sti l l  in  the hands  of
Anglo,  a  Profe ssor  Lane
and Mr C.  King were
invited to  the area to
carry out  soi l  analys is  at
Kasanda Township.  
Re sults  of  this  study were
kept  away from ZCCM as
conf irmed by a  4  July
1990 letter  of  Dr J  A
Charman,  who was
ZCCM’s industr ia l
environmental  advisor
(IEA).  In it,  he  asked the
chief  medical  of f icer
(CMO) whether  Dr Rawat
(the previous  CMO at
Kabwe Mine) had in  his
poss e ss ion re sults  of  lead
levels  for  Kasanda

In its  October  edition,  the
B&R inquired why Anglo
American did  not  own up
to the ki l ler  me ss  they
had created in  Kabwe.
The company chos e  to  be
evasive  and gave a  ters e
and def iant  re spons e.
“Since the national isation
almost  40 years  ago,  

Obs ervers  say ZCCM, a
government entity  that
took over  administration
of  Zambia’s  mine s  after
Dr Kenneth Kaunda’s
national isation
programme in  the late
1960s,  only  succeeded in
wors ening the
environmental  s ituation.
Thos e obs ervers  point  out
that  ZCCM was a  huge
and inef f ic ient
bureaucracy,  the main
economic  driver  of  the
country’s  economy, hence
making it  d i f f icult  for  the
environmental  authority
to  ef fectively  monitor  its
activ itie s.  The country
has  been bui lt  upon
copper  revenue s  that  did,
and sti l l  do,  account  for
up to  80% of  export
earnings.

The Kabwe miners  who
were subjected to  medical
checkups  i f  found with
high lead-blood levels,
were e ither  redeployed or
transferred e ls ewhere.
This  d id  not  solve  the
problem for  thos e  who
remained or  for  thos e  who
could not  recover  after
their  transfer.  By 1990,
the number of  personnel
who where “leaded out”
dramatical ly  increas ed.

The numbers  were a lso
high during the November
to February period of
1990,  which was
normal ly  a  low period as
a  re sult  of  rains
suppre ss ing the dust.  The
environmental  taskforce
expre ss ed concern at  the
trend and said  “the wet
s eason increas e  ref lected
the impact  of  exposure to
the current  level  of  in-
plant  fume and dust” as
conf irmed by minute s  of
the committee’s  meeting
on March 21,  1991.     

For  example,  the
electrostatic  precipitator,
a  f i ltration device  that
remove s  f ine  partic le s  l ike
dust  and smoke from the
plant,  had stopped
working in  1985.  Dr
Charman,  wrote  a  letter
on 12 July  1990 to  the
CMO of  Kabwe Trust
Hospital ,  attr ibuting the
increas e  in  lead-blood
levels  to  the non-
functioning of  the
precipitator.  The machine
was subs equently  removed
from the discharge c ircuit
in  1988.   

Certainly  there  was a  lack
of  money but  pol itical
batt le s  too found their
way into  the boardrooms.
For instance,  when the
safety  and health
conditions  of  Kasanda
re s idents,  just  adjacent  to
the mine plant,  were
s eriously  threatened by
enormously  high lead
levels,  experts
recommended demol ishing
the hous e s.  

ZCCM on the other  hand
cited doing so  as
“pol itical ly  unacceptable”
at  the time.  The period
was 1990 when Dr
Kenneth Kaunda’s  long
stay in  power was under
threat  from the newly
formed MMD.

The medical  team at
Kabwe Trust  Hospital  had
strongly  objected to  the
sale  of  hous e s  saying they
were “wary of  declar ing
the area safe  for  non-
mine occupations”.  Dr H.
Sens enta,  then CMO of
Kabwe Trust  Hospital ,  in
a letter  to  the IEA, said
the propos ed 95%
reduction in  atmospheric
contamination for  the
area to  be  safe  “s eems
almost  utopian”.  

A s ingle  te st  in  1990 was
costing K 400,  which was
regarded as  “too
expensive” at  the  time.
He pointed out  that  the
occasional  high lead value
would caus e  concern
among the re s idents  who
might  probably  then
demand the te sts  be  done
more routinely.  

The chos en route  for
ZCCM to avoid  l itigation
and costs  of  carrying out
the s e  te sts  was to  conceal
the facts  to  thos e
affected.  

“The populace  i s  ever
increasingly  becoming
aware of  environmental
pol lution and it  wi l l  need
[sic.  lead?] only  to  a
plethora of  l itigations
unle ss  the  company
indemnif ie s  its e l f  before
the sale  of  the  township
for  non-mine
occupation,” warned Dr
Sens eta.  The sale  of
hous e s  was a  matter  of
intens e  discuss ion way
before  the mine c lo s ed in
1994.      

Soi l  sample s  col lected in
areas  c lo s e  to  the mine,
such as  Chowa and
Kasanda,  had an average
of  3,000 parts  per  metre
(ppm).  This  was of  great
concern becaus e it  was
way beyond the
recommended l imit  of  350
ppm for  re s identia l  s ite s.  

De spite  this,  there  was no
e scape route  for  the
people  of  Kabwe.
Previously,  it  was  thought
that  only  g iant  rape,  the
vegetable,  was absorbing
lead in  s igni f icant
quantitie s,  but  it  was
clear  with the vis it  of  Dr
Hertzman that  v irtual ly
al l  vegetable s  grown in
Chowa and Kasanda were
“1-2 orders  of  magnitude
higher  in  lead than is
acceptable”.   

Environmental  experts
say perhaps  there  was a
lack of  c lo sure  from
ZCCM about  the extent  of
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the environmental  damage
caus ed by 100 years  of
mining.  Some say the
bureaucratic  caveat  of
this  entity  has  had a
number of  far-reaching
cons equence s.  

Experts  fear  that
disturbing the a lmost
compact  dumpsite  wi l l
wors en the problem of
lead poisoning that  has
plagued Kabwe for  many
years  and is  impl icated in
hundreds,  i f  not
thousands,  of  deaths.
They argue that  ZEMA’s
decis ion to  a l low Berkeley
to  go ahead with the
project  was made without
the ful l  knowledge and
information,  as  revealed
in the B&R’s  earl ier
story.  

As  part  of  a
decommiss ioning plan,  an
electr ic  wire  fence was to
be erected around the
place  to  prevent  artisans
from carrying out  any
mining activ itie s  there.
Another  propos ed
measure was to  not  a l low
people  bui ld  hous e s  near
the dumpsite.  Neither  of
the s e  measure s  was
ef fectively  implemented.

been compel led to  deal
with their  past
environmental  me ss e s,
the same way government
would have done for  its
12-year  ownership of  the
mine.  Anglo  sti l l  retained
a 30% stake in  ZCCM,
under its  subsidiary,
Zambia Copper
Inve stment  (ZCI) unti l
the  time the mine c lo s ed
in 1994.

An example  was when the
mine c lo s ed,  the
environmental  aspect  was
only  g iven s er ious
attention becaus e it  was
one of  the  requirements  of
the World Bank to  re leas e
funds  for  c leaning up the
area.  

Government succeeded in
borrowing US$ 50 mil l ion
from the World Bank to
s et  up the Copperbelt
Environment Project
(CEP) to  c lean up
environmental  impacts  in
al l  mining areas  after
Anglo  and others
withdrew their
inve stment  from the
country.  Part  of  that  loan
was to  be  us ed for
c leaning up the lead and
zinc  pol lution in  Kabwe,
where so  many people
suffered from lead
poisoning from the mining
operation.  

However,  a  source
famil iar  with both ZCCM
and CEP operations  said
the project  was not
properly  executed due to
bureaucratic  procedure s
within government.  The
e stimated capital  cost  for
the f irst  three  years  of
rehabi l itation and
decommiss ioning
activ itie s  for  Kabwe was
e stimated at  US$ 4.6
mil l ion.

Attempting to  dodge
addre ss ing the i ssue
appears  to  be  the decided
position of  government
through ZCCM-IH.
Concerted ef forts  by the
B&R to speak to  them
have remained fruit le ss.  

The writer  wanted,
among other  things,  to
know whether  ZCCM,
under the CEP, achieved
its  objective s  at  Kabwe
and why the dumpsite  has
opened up for  mining
activ itie s,  s eemingly
disregarding the health
impact  this  might  have for
people  l iv ing in  c lo s e
proximity.  With this
revelation,  wi l l  ZCCM-IH
continue with the stance
it  has  taken of  being a
s i lent  bystander  when the
l ive s  of  chi ldren are  at
stake?    

In  August  last  year,  the
Zambia Environmental
Management  Agency
(ZEMA) gave c learance to
London-bas ed Berkeley
Mineral  Re source s
(BMR), owners  of  the
Kabwe lead and copper
mine s ince  2008,  to  start
extracting minerals  from
the lead-contaminated
tai l ings.  

The waste  dump covers
about  1  square ki lometre.
It  contains  a lmost  e ight
mil l ion tonne s  of  heavy
metals,  mainly  of  lead and
zinc.  The dump has  a
maximum height  of  e ight
metre s  and is  very c lo s e
to  Kasanda Township and
the Great  North Road.  

Some legal  experts  say
what  happened in  Kabwe
would attract  “l iabi l itie s
of  a  cr iminal  nature” i f  it
were in  other  parts  of  the
world.  They say the town
is  sti l l  a  high-r isk  place  to
al low any mining
activ itie s  without
succe ssful ly  deal ing with
past  environmental
l iabi l itie s.  Many point  to
the fact  that  companie s
l ike  Anglo  would have

Whether  or  not  there  wi l l
be  justice  remains  an
open que stion.  

This  stor y was
f irst  published
in the 2014
edit ion of  the
Bullet in and
Record
magazine.

kabwe mine dump kids scavenging

lead in the soil  from the now closed lead mine
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A School  Project,  Mult iple  Contracts,  and Public  Concern
By Doris  Chifunda | Radio  Luswepo – Mbala

At  Chisafwa Primary
School  in  Lwandi  Ward,
Mbala  Distr ict,  chi ldren
continue learning be s ide
an unf inished c lassroom
block that  was meant  to
eas e  overcrowding us ing
Constituency Development
Fund (CDF) re source s.

Although the Mbala  Town
Clerk disputed PAC’s
f indings  and promis ed
corrective  measure s,
re s idents  were later
informed that  a  new
contractor  had already
moved on s ite.  The
counci l  engineer
conf irmed the project  had
been re-awarded,
reportedly  to  a  company
l inked to  the same
administrators  behind the
orig inal  contractor.

NEW RADIO INVESTIGATION | NGUBA TRADING AREA, KALOMO

By Kebby Sianjame | Voice of  Kalomo | Kalomo Dist r ict

For years,  traders  at
Nguba trading area bui lt
their  l ive l ihoods  on land
they were promis ed a
chance to  own.  When
Kalomo Town Counci l
announced the
demarcation of  50
busine ss  p lots,  hope
spread quickly.

This  story was produced
by Voice  of  Kalomo and
fact-checked by
MakanDay Centre  for
Inve stigative  Journal ism.

Listen to  the ful l
documentary and decide
for  yours el f.

The one-by-two c lassroom
block,  valued at
approximately  K623,000,
was awarded to  a
contractor  in  2022 and
was reportedly  80% paid
for  before  completion.
De spite  v is ib le  progre ss
on s ite,  the  contract  was
later  terminated,  rais ing
que stions  among re s idents
about  decis ion-making
and the us e  of  publ ic
funds.

Concerns  deepened when
the Mbala  Municipal
Counci l  appeared before
the Parl iamentary Publ ic
Accounts  Committee
(PAC).  The committee
f lagged al legations  that
funds  under  the Disaster
Management and
Mitigation Unit  (DMMU)
were improperly
redirected to  complete  the
Chisafwa project,  a  move
PAC de scr ibed as  a
violation of  CDF
guidel ine s.

The former contractor,
ward counci lor,  and
Mbala Member of
Parl iament  have al l  ra is ed
concerns,  whi le  the
Auditor-General’s  report
points  to  fa i lure s  in
procedure during the
awarding,  termination,
and re-awarding of  the
contract.

This  stor y was produced
by Radio Luswepo in
Mbala district  and fact-
checked by MakanDay.

Acce ss  the ful l  report  in
the comments  s ection.

https://makanday.or
g/a-school-project-
multiple-
contracts. . ./

But what  fo l lowed left
many long-s erving traders
shut  out.

In this  radio  documentary
by Kalomo Community
Radio,  traders  rais e
s er ious  que stions  about:

 A  K500 interview fee
 Famil iar  traders
rejected whi le
unknown appl icants
walked away with
offer  letters
 Al legations  that
powerful  busine ssmen
us ed proxie s  to
s ecure plots
 A proce ss  advertis ed
mainly  on Facebook,
in a  largely  rural
community.

As construction begins  on
disputed plots,  long-time
traders  say they are  being
pushed out  of  the  very
place  they helped bui ld.

Is  this  a  lawful  proce ss,
or  a  cas e  of  publ ic  land
quiet ly  captured by the
powerful?

https://makan
day.org/new-
radio-
inve stigation-
nguba.. ./

https://makanday.org/a-school-project-multiple-contracts.../
https://makanday.org/a-school-project-multiple-contracts.../
https://makanday.org/a-school-project-multiple-contracts.../
https://makanday.org/a-school-project-multiple-contracts.../
https://makanday.org/new-radio-investigation-nguba.../
https://makanday.org/new-radio-investigation-nguba.../
https://makanday.org/new-radio-investigation-nguba.../
https://makanday.org/new-radio-investigation-nguba.../
https://makanday.org/new-radio-investigation-nguba.../
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Delivering judgment  on
February 4,  Magistrate
Shadreck Chanda said  the
court  had analys ed the
video and found its
contents  capable  of
insti l l ing  fear  among
re s idents  of  Chiwempala
and surrounding areas.
The court  further
obs erved that  the video
contributed to  unre st  and
rioting among youths,
particular ly  in  the
Chiwempala and
Chabanyama communitie s.

Chingola Man Jai led Three Years Over Viral
Threat  Video

that  Mutambo’s  actions
were not  committed under
the inf luence of  a lcohol
but  were premeditated.
He was s entenced to  36
months’  imprisonment
ef fective  from the date  of
his  arre st.

A Chingola  Magistrate
Court  has  s entenced 41-
year-old  Matthews
Mutambo of  Chiwempala
Township,  popularly
known as  “Macheni
Macheni”,  to  three years’
imprisonment.

According to  court
proceedings,  on March 12
2025,  Mutambo recorded
a video whi le  dr inking
beer  at  the  infamous Two
Kal l ie s  Bar in
Chabanyama in  Chingola.
The video,  now widely
circulated on Facebook
and TikTok and partia l ly
shown in  this  broadcast,
was recorded by a  bar
owner,  Bibian Mwansa.

By MakanDay

LUSAKA – The i l legal
sale  of  antiretroviral
(ARV) drugs  in  mining
communitie s  has  sparked
s erious  concern among
health advocate s,
regulators  and
government of f ic ia ls,  who
warn that  the practice
threatens  to  revers e
Zambia’s  gains  in  the
f ight  against  HIV.

Kawama HIV Foundation,
said  the revelations  struck
a deeply  personal  chord.

“Looking at  the  i l legal
sale  of  ARVs,  it  make s  me
feel  sad,  becaus e I  am
looking at  mys el f,”  Sakala
said.  “I  experienced
treatment  fa i lure  before.
It  was  the earl ier  days  of
my ART, I  d idn’t  real ly
understand how the drugs
were doing and how they
were helping me out  and
at  some point,  I  stopped
taking my medication and
I  experienced treatment
fai lure  becaus e of  that.”

She said  reading about
ARVs being sold  on the
street  rais ed fears  about
the potentia l
cons equence s  for  patients
who are  not  properly
monitored.

“So,  reading this  story
made me go back to  that
time and I  am thinking
how many of  thos e  people
are  going to  experience
treatment  fa i lure  or  other
complications  becaus e
they are  just  buying drugs
on the street,” she said.

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.

Il legal  ARV Sales  a  ‘Health Security  Risk’,  Off icials  Warn
Health off ic ials  and advocates  warn that  diversion of  l i fe-saving HIV medication in i l legal  mining areas could fuel  drug
resistance,  increase transmission, and undermine years  of  national  progress.

packaging and repackaged
in plastic  bags.

“Now, i f  you s ee  the way
ARVs are  packaged,  there
are  a lways  thos e  s i l icon
l inings  that  are  suppos ed
to pre s erve the ARVs,”
she said.  “For a  person
l ike  me l iv ing with HIV, I
need to  go  for  my
medicals  once a  year,  so
they need to  check how
my l iver  i s  functioning,
how my viral  load is ,  how
my CD4 count  i s .”

She warned that
individuals  buying
medication informal ly
may not  undergo routine
medical  checks  and may
not  know the impact  the
drugs  are  having on their
bodie s.

when we get  such reports,
it  i s  sad,  but  we have
re sponded to  this,” said
Bwalya Agrippa
Simunyola,  Chief
Pharmacist  and
Coordinator  of  the
Taskforce  on the Theft  of
Medic ine at  the  Ministry
of  Health.

Simunyola  added that  the
s ituation is  further
complicated in  areas
where i l legal  mining
activ itie s  attract
undocumented
populations.

He noted that  Zambia has
made s igni f icant  progre ss
in  achieving high levels  of
viral  suppre ss ion among
patients,  reducing HIV
transmiss ion rate s.
However,  he  warned that
people  l iv ing outs ide
formal  systems of  care
could undermine thos e
gains.

By Ndumba Bismark & Beverly  Busange |  Chingola

In the footage,  Mutambo
claimed to  lead a  group he
referred to  as  the “M23
rebel  group” and “Boko
Haram,” and al legedly
threatened to  exchange
f ire  with Zambia National
Service  (ZNS) of f icers
and pol ice  of f icers
manning Sens ele  Mine.

The court  stated that  the
offence i s  punishable
under  Zambian law.

During mitigation,
Mutambo told  the court
that  he  i s  on
antiretroviral  therapy
(ARVs),  has  s ix  chi ldren,
runs  a  busine ss  with no
one to  manage it  in  his
abs ence,  and is
constructing a  hous e
currently  at  window level .

However,  in  s entencing,
Magistrate  Chanda ruled

The video,  once treated
by some as  bravado,
ultimately  became central
evidence in  court,  rais ing
broader  que stions  about
onl ine  incitement,  youth
mobi l i sation,  and the
inters ection between
digita l  p lat forms and
urban ins ecurity  on the
Copperbelt.

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 concerns  were rais ed
during a  publ ic  d iscuss ion
forum organis ed by
MakanDay Centre  for
Inve stigative  Journal ism
in Lusaka,  fo l lowing an
inve stigation into  the
divers ion and street  sa le
of  l i fe-saving HIV
medication in  i l legal
mining areas.

The forum was attended
by health sc ience students
from the Univers ity  of
Zambia (UNZA), Chre so
Univers ity  and Lusaka
Appex Medical  Univers ity,
who actively  engaged
panel l i sts  with que stions
on regulation,  acce ss  to
treatment,  drug re s istance
and the long-term publ ic
health impl ications  of
ARV divers ion.

Duba Sakala,  an HIV
advocate  with the

Sakala  a lso  expre ss ed
concern over  reports  that
ARVs are  being removed
from their  or ig inal

She warned that
individuals  buying
medication informal ly
may not  undergo routine
medical  checks  and may
not  know the impact  the
drugs  are  having on their
bodie s.

Government of f ic ia ls
acknowledged the
s eriousne ss  of  the  i ssue.

“At great  cost  the
government and partners
have inve sted much in  the
f ight  against  HIV, and

“When you talk  about  an
i l legal ity,  i f  someone is  a
prohibited immigrant,  or
they just  sneaked into  the
country,  you don’t  expect
them to  register  for
health s ervice s,  and that
is  our  worry,” he said.

“If  you have people
coming in  i l legal ly  and
they’re  not  on treatment
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and in  the s e  areas
prostitution is  on the r is e,
this  i s  something of  great
concern,” he said.

“What is  happening in
the s e  communitie s  as  we
read from the (MakanDay)
report  i s  actual ly  a  health
s ecurity  r isk,  in  my view,
becaus e there  wi l l  be  an
increas e  in  the viral  load
and there  wi l l  be  an
increas e  in  community
transmiss ion of  HIV,”
Mwangana said.

When Life-Saving Medicines
Become a Black Market
Commodity
Antiretroviral  drugs  are
not  ordinary commoditie s.
They are  l i fe-saving
medic ine s.

And yet,  in  some i l legal
mining communitie s,  ARVs
are reportedly  being sold
on the street.

de scr ibed the i l legal  sa le  of
ARVs as  a  “health s ecurity
r isk.” 

That  phras e  i s  not
exaggerated.  When
patients  buy medication
informal ly  — repackaged in
plastic  bags,  str ipped from
original  containers,  and
taken without  medical
supervis ion,  the
cons equence s  r ipple  far
beyond the individual.

loads  and greater
transmiss ion within
communitie s.  Wors e  sti l l ,
inconsistent  or  improper
us e  of  ARVs fuels  drug
re s istance.  As  regulators
have warned,  re s istance
means the medic ine s
current ly  working wi l l  no
longer  be  ef fective.  

Patients  are  then pushed
onto third-  or  fourth- l ine
treatments,  options  that
are  s igni f icant ly  more
expensive  and harder  to
sustain national ly.

What i s  at  stake is  not  only
individual  health,  but
years  of  progre ss.
Zambia’s  HIV re spons e has
achieved high viral
suppre ss ion rate s  precis e ly
becaus e treatment  i s
structured,  monitored and
supported by regular
medical  reviews.  Patients
undergo laboratory te sts  to
monitor  l iver  function,
CD4 counts  and viral  load
levels .  The s e  safeguards
disappear  when drugs  are
purchas ed informal ly.

Complicating matters
further  i s  the  environment
in which the s e  sale s  are
occurring.  
I l legal  mining s ite s  often
host  transient  populations,
including undocumented

Il legal  ARV Sales  a  ‘Health Security  Risk’,  Off icials  Warn Cont...

Don Mwangana,  Principal
Inve stigations  Off icer  at
the Zambia Medic ine s
Regulatory Authority
(ZAMRA), said  Zambia has
made s igni f icant  str ide s
s ince  ART was f irst
introduced.

“When you look at  where
we are  coming from when
ART was f irst  introduced
in the country and look at
where we are  now,
signi f icant  progre ss  has
been made,” Mwangana
said.

He stre ss ed that  ARVs are
not  ordinary commoditie s.

“The s e  are  l i fe-saving
medications.  What i s  the
cost  of  re s istance? It
means the drugs  that  we
are us ing now wil l  not  be
ef fective  in  future.  I t
means people  wi l l  have to
go to  third- l ine,  fourth-
l ine  treatment  and the s e
are  very expensive,” he
said.

Mwangana also  highl ighted
logistical  chal lenge s  in
addre ss ing i l legal  sa le s  in
remote mining areas.

“There are  a  lot  more
re source s  required to
addre ss  i l legal  sa le  of  ARVs
in i l legal  mining s ite s,
becaus e when it  i s  raining
thos e  areas  are
impassable,” he said.

He de scr ibed the s ituation
as  a  broader  health
s ecurity  threat.

Kunyima Li fumbela,
Executive  Director  of
Tride s24 Foundation
Zambia,  an HIV advocacy
organisation,  warned that
al lowing ARVs to  be  sold
i l legal ly  r isks  undoing
years  of  progre ss.

“If  ARVs are  being sold  in
i l legal  mining s ite s,  we are
taking steps  back in  the
re spons e to  HIV
treatment,” she said,
adding that  addre ss ing
issue s  of  acce ss  to  proper
treatment  remains  cr itical .

Throughout  the discuss ion,
students  from UNZA,
Chre so and Appex
Univers ity  pre ss ed
panel l i sts  on enforcement
mechanisms,  publ ic
awarene ss,  and how future
health profe ss ionals  can
contribute  to  safeguarding
the integrity  of  Zambia’s
HIV re spons e.

The forum concluded with
cal ls  for  stronger
overs ight,  increas ed
re source s,  and coordinated
action among health
authoritie s,  regulators,
c iv i l  soc iety  and
communitie s  to  curb the
i l legal  d ivers ion of  l i fe-
saving medication and
protect  publ ic  health gains.

For  more than two
decade s,  Zambia has
inve sted heavi ly  in
expanding acce ss  to  HIV
treatment.  Government,
c iv i l  soc iety  and
cooperating partners  have
worked to  ensure that
antiretroviral  therapy
(ART) is  widely  avai lable,
free  and acce ss ible.  Viral
suppre ss ion rate s  have
improved.  Transmiss ion
has  decl ined.  Live s  have
been stabi l i s ed.

This  i s  not  merely  a
regulatory vio lation.  It  i s  a
publ ic  health danger.

At  a  recent  publ ic
discuss ion convened by
MakanDay Centre  for
Inve stigative  Journal ism,
regulators  and advocate s

Duba Sakala,  an HIV
advocate,  spoke from
personal  experience.  She
recal led experiencing
treatment  fa i lure  in  the
early  days  of  her  ART
journey.  It  happened when
she stopped taking her
medication without
understanding the
cons equence s.  Her
ref lection was haunting:
how many people
purchasing ARVs on the
street  may experience
s imi lar  fa i lure s?

Treatment  fa i lure  doe s  not
only  af fect  one patient.  I t
can lead to  r is ing v iral

Comment

individuals  who may not  be
registered within the formal
health system. As  of f ic ia ls
noted,  i f  individuals  are  not
engaged in  treatment
programme s,  the broader
publ ic  health gains  Zambia
has  achieved become
vulnerable.

This  i s  why the i ssue demands
more than enforcement  a lone.

It  require s  stronger  overs ight
in  high-r isk  zone s.  I t  require s
addre ss ing acce ss  gaps  that
may push individuals  toward
informal  markets.  I t  require s
coordination between health
authoritie s,  regulators  and
local  leadership.  And it
require s  sustained publ ic
awarene ss  about  the dangers
of  purchasing l i fe-saving
medication outs ide  formal
systems.

https://makanday.org/illegal-arv-sales-a-health-security-risk-officials-warn/
https://makanday.org/illegal-arv-sales-a-health-security-risk-officials-warn/
https://makanday.org/illegal-arv-sales-a-health-security-risk-officials-warn/
https://makanday.org/illegal-arv-sales-a-health-security-risk-officials-warn/
https://makanday.org/illegal-arv-sales-a-health-security-risk-officials-warn/
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And i f  we are  s er ious  about
ending HIV as  a  publ ic
health threat,  we cannot
af ford to  take steps
backward.

When ARVs enter  the black
market,  we are  not
witne ss ing petty
opportunism. We are
witne ss ing a  breach in  the
frontl ine  of  publ ic  health
defence.

Inve stigative  reporting
played a  crucial  role  in
bringing this  i ssue to  l ight.
But  exposure i s  only  the
beginning.  Translating
evidence into  institutional
re spons e and publ ic
dialogue is  equal ly  v ita l .

Li fe-saving medic ine s  must
remain exact ly  that,  l i fe-
saving,  protected and
accountable.

When Li fe-Saving Medic ine s  Become a  Black Market  Commodity  Cont.. .

From Our Public  Discussion under the theme: I l legal  Sale  of  ARVs
& Other Medicines  in  I l legal  Mining Areas
Date:  Thursday, 12 Februar y 2026

Panell ists:  Mr. Bwalya Agripa Simunyola,  Chief  Pharmacist  and Coordinator  Task Force  on Theft  of  Medic ine s  from the Ministry
of  Health.

Mr.  Don .S.  Mwangana,  Principal  Inve stigations  Off icer  from the Zambia Medic ine s  Regulatory Authority  (ZAMRA)

Ms.  Kunyima Li fumbela  Banda,  Executive  Director  fot  Tide s24 Foundation Zambia


