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By Womba Kasela

Nearly  f ive  years  after
Pre sident  Hakainde
Hichi lema and the United
Party  for  National
Development  (UPND)
came to  power promis ing
democratic  reforms and
greater  media  freedom,
journal ists  across  Zambia
continue to  report
intimidation,  harassment
and pol itical  interference.

The al legations  come as
Zambia prepare s  for
general  e lections  on 13
August  2026.

Speaking at  a  pol ice-
media  dia logue forum in
Livingstone in  September
2025,  pol ice  assured
journal ists  and human
rights  defenders  that
media  practitioners  would
be al lowed to  operate
freely  without  fear  of
harassment,  intimidation
or vio lence.

Mpongwe Radio  Station
Director  Machova
Musanshi  said  a  paid-for
programme was air ing
around 20:00 hours  when
the of f icer- in-charge at
Mpongwe Pol ice  Station
and two other  of f icers
entered the station and
ordered the pre s enter  to
stop the broadcast.

As Zambia prepares for  general  e lect ions,  journalists  report  int imidation, attacks and growing
self-censorship despite  repeated government assurances that  press  freedom wil l  be protected.

from appearing on radio,
al legedly  arguing they
lacked the nece ssary
permit.

The station did  not  report
the incident,  que stioning
how it  could s eek justice
from the same of f icers
accus ed of  interfer ing
with the programme.

A pattern beyond
Mpongwe

Attempts  to  obtain a
re spons e from the Zambia
Pol ice  Service  were
unsucce ssful .  Pol ice
spoke sperson Godfrey
Chi labi’s  phone was
repeatedly  unreachable,
and subs equent  cal l s  went
unanswered.  He also  did
not  re spond to  WhatsApp
me ssage s  s eeking
comment.

Efforts  to  obtain comment
from the of f icer- in-charge
and a  s enior  of f icer  to
whom we were referred
also  y ie lded no re spons e.

Phir i  sa id  he later
attempted to  f lee  after
s eeing cadre s  waiting
outs ide  the station but
was al legedly  pursued
before  local  re s idents
intervened.  Pol ice
arre sted two suspects  he
identi f ied,  but  he  says
they spent  only  one night
in  custody and the cas e
remains  unre solved nearly
three years  later.

According to  data
provided by MISA
Zambia,  35 media
freedom violations  were
recorded between 2022
and 2025.  MISA says  most
involved attacks,  threats,
intimidation,  censorship
or  unlawful  arre sts  l inked
to pol itical  actors  or
publ ic  of f ic ia ls .

“When I  re s isted,  they
switched of f  the  main
power l ine,  which shut
down the station
automatical ly.  They
grabbed my phone and
K300 cash before
leaving,” he said.

journal ists  are  threatened
by employers  whi le  others
are  of fered money to
s ett le  quiet ly.”

Kayanda said  some media
institutions  thems elve s
are  re luctant  to  pursue
cas e s  becaus e of  pol itical
or  commercial
re lationships.

The hidden cost:  Self-
censorship

The legal  environment

A day of  celebration

The programme featured
two UPND members
openly  expre ss ing
dissatis faction with the
outcome of  intra-party
elections  held  earl ier  that
day.

The Mpongwe incident  i s
not  an iso lated cas e.

Media  r ights  advocate s
say threats  to  pre ss
freedom extend beyond
physical  attacks.  Free
Pre ss  Initiative  Executive
Director  Joan Chirwa
argue s  that  recent ly
enacted cyber-related
legis lation r isks  creating
additional  barriers  for
journal ists .

“The government ignored
our plea on certain
provis ions  in  the cyber
s ecurity  laws that  v io late
freedom of  expre ss ion,”
she said.

Only months  before  the
Mpongwe incident,  the
Zambia Pol ice  Service
publ ic ly  declared that  the
safety  of  journal ists  was
“non-negotiable”.

Yet  interviews conducted
by MakanDay sugge st  a
widening gap between
thos e  assurance s  and the
experience s  of  journal ists
working across  the
country.

Musanshi  says  suspected
UPND cadre s  entered the
station short ly  afterwards
and the programme was
abruptly  halted.

“This  was not  the f irst
time we faced threats,”
Musanshi  to ld  MakanDay.

He al leged that  cadre s
had previously  threatened
to shut  down the station
for  hosting voice s
perceived to  be  cr itical  of
government or  the rul ing
party.

He further  c la imed that
pol ice  had at  one point
prevented opposition
members  

Community  radio  stations
are  particular ly
vulnerable  becaus e they
frequently  host  l ive
programme s that  a l low
citizens  and pol itical
actors  to  expre ss  their
views direct ly.

In December 2022,
PASME Radio  journal ist
Lovemore Phir i  was
al legedly  assaulted by
suspected UPND cadre s
whi le  hosting a  breakfast
programme in  Petauke,
the Eastern Province.

The programme focus ed
on complaints  from
farmers  over  delays  in  the
distr ibution of
agricultural  inputs.  As
cr itic ism mounted during
the broadcast,  Phir i  says
two cadre s  entered the
station and demanded
that  the programme be
stopped.

“Whenever  I  fo l low up,  I
am told  inve stigations  are
sti l l  ongoing,” he said.

Former Serenje  Radio
journal ist  Shei la  Kalunga
reported being physical ly
assaulted by suspected
UPND cadre s  at  Serenje
Pol ice  Station during a
ward by-election in  2023.
Onl ine journal ist  Gi lbert
Simaanza says  he  has  a lso
received threats  l inked to
his  reporting and socia l
media  publ ications.

Beyond physical  attacks
and onl ine  threats,
journal ists  say fear  its e l f
has  become a  powerful
form of  censorship.
Several  journal ists
interviewed by MakanDay
de scribed routinely
avoiding certain stor ie s
becaus e of  concerns  about
retal iation.

One journal ist  sa id:
“Even when I  know I  can
work on a  story,  I  avoid
certain topics  becaus e I
fear  being threatened.  I
have been threatened
before.”

Media freedom advocate s
warn that  s e l f -censorship
is  becoming increasingly
common, particular ly
among journal ists
working in  rural  d istr icts
where pol itical  actors
often wield  s igni f icant
inf luence over  local  media
institutions.

Just ice rarely  comes

MISA Zambia National
Director  Austin  Kayanda
says  accountabi l ity
remains  one of  the  bigge st
chal lenge s.  According to
Kayanda,  MISA has
supported 39 media
freedom cas e s  that
reached court  level  over
the past  decade.  Yet  very
few re sult  in  meaningful
justice.

“Some cas e s  are  s ett led
out  of  court,  others  are
withdrawn, whi le  some
journal ists  are  pre ssured
not  to  continue,” he said.
“The chal lenge is  that
some 

Chirwa argue s  that
Zambia’s  Constitution
should provide stronger
and more expl ic it
protections  for  pre ss
freedom. She also
expre ss ed concern about
the conduct  of  law
enforcement  of f icers.

“There are  incidents
where journal ists  are
attacked by pol itical
cadre s  in  front  of  pol ice
of f icers  and they do not
intervene,  e special ly
when rul ing party  cadre s
are  involved,” she said.

Progress  and persistent
concerns

International  obs ervers
acknowledge that
Zambia’s  media
environment has  improved
since  the change of
government in  2021.
According to  the World
Pre ss  Freedom Index
publ ished by Reporters
Without  Borders  (RSF),
Zambia improved from
115th place  in  2021 to
77th place  g lobal ly  in
2025.

However,  the  organisation
warns that  the legis lative
environment remains
fragi le  and that
journal ists  cr itical  of
authoritie s  can sti l l  face
que stioning,  detention
and intimidation.

Journal ists  interviewed
for  this  inve stigation say
improvements  recognis ed
international ly  have not
always  translated into
greater  safety  on the
ground,  particular ly
outs ide  major  urban
centre s.

https://rsf.org/en/index?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://rsf.org/en/index?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Government response

Ministry  of  Information
and Media  Permanent
Secretary Thabo Kawana
acknowledged that  attacks
on journal ists  have
occurred but  maintained
they are  i so lated incidents
rather  than a  wide spread
pattern.

democratic  nation that  i s
open for  busine ss  de spite
growing cr itic ism from
s ections  of  the  opposition
and c iv i l  soc iety.

The organisation state s
that  whi le  the country
continue s  to  hold
competitive  multiparty
elections  and re spects  a
range of  c iv i l  l ibertie s,
opposition partie s  face
legal  and practical
obstacle s  to  fa ir
competition,  whi le  laws
re str icting pol itical  space
and onl ine  expre ss ion
remain in  force.

Kawana told  MakanDay
that  government remains
committed to  protecting
journal ists  and ensuring
perpetrators  are  held
accountable.

He assured journal ists
that  government would
protect  media
practitioners  before,
during and after  the
elections.

Hichi lema is  making his
cas e  before  an e lectorate
of  more than 8.7 mi l l ion
registered voters.
Fourteen pol itical  partie s
have f ie lded pre s identia l
candidate s,  whi le  226
constituency-bas ed
parl iamentary s eats  are
up for  conte st.

Who protects  the
watchdogs?

For journal ists  such as
Lovemore Phir i ,  thos e
assurance s  of fer  l itt le
comfort.

Nearly  three years  after
reporting his  a l leged
attackers  to  pol ice,  he
says  he  sti l l  has  no
answers.

However,  the  e lection
campaign has  not  been
without  controversy.
Al legations  emerged that
some independent
candidate s  perceived to  be
al igned with the rul ing
party  were pre ssured to
withdraw from
parl iamentary race s.  As  a
re sult,  16 candidate s  from
the United Party  for
National  Development
(UPND) have already
s ecured victory even
before  the vote  i s  cast.

T h e  B i l l b o a r d  a n d  t h e
P r o m i s e :  F i v e  Ye a r s  of
H i c h i le m a

Driving into  Lusaka from
the eastern s ide  of  the
city,  motorists  cross ing
the Munal i  f lyover  br idge
are greeted by a  towering
campaign bi l lboard of
Pre s ident  Hichi lema.

Hichi lema’s  e lection in
August  2021 was widely
viewed as  marking a  new
chapter  in  Zambia’s
democratic  journey after
years  of  concerns  about
democratic  backsl id ing
under the Patr iotic  Front
(PF) administration of
the late  former Pre s ident
Edgar Lungu.  His  v ictory
rais ed expectations  of
democratic  renewal,
stronger  institutions,
greater  re spect  for  c iv i l
l ibertie s,  and expanded
media  freedom.

In the early  years  of  his
pre s idency,  Zambia
received international
prais e  for  achieving
another  peaceful  transfer
of  power and for
rebui lding re lations  with
key international
partners.  The government
has  a lso  highl ighted
ef forts  to  strengthen
governance and re store
conf idence in  publ ic
institutions.

However,  que stions  have
increasingly  emerged
about  the durabi l ity  of
the s e  democratic  gains.
Critic s  have rais ed
concerns  about  an al leged
shrinking c iv ic  space,
c la ims that  legal  and
administrative  proce ss e s
have been us ed against
pol itical  opponents,
al legations  of  executive
inf luence over  publ ic
institutions,  and the s low
or uneven implementation
of  some promis ed reforms.

Five years  af ter  winning power on a platform of
reform, freedom and accountabil i ty,  President
Hakainde Hichi lema is  seeking a second term. But
as his  campaign posters  dominate Lusaka’s
skyl ine,  quest ions remain about  how much of  the
promised democratic  transformation has been
achieved.

Similar ly,  Human Rights
Watch has  rais ed concerns
about  the us e  of  the
Publ ic  Order  Act  to
re str ict  opposition
activ itie s,  as  wel l  as
broader  i ssue s  af fecting
freedom of  expre ss ion,
ass embly  and c iv ic
partic ipation.  The s e
concerns  have contr ibuted
to an ongoing debate
about  the state  of
Zambia’s  democracy and
whether  the institutional
reforms promis ed in  2021
have been ful ly  real is ed.

Que stions  have also
pers isted in  other  areas
central  to  Hichi lema’s
reform agenda.  Media
organisations  and pre ss
freedom advocate s  have
welcomed the general ly
more open environment
compared to  previous
years,  but  some
journal ists  and c iv i l
society  groups  continue to
report  incidents  of
intimidation,  pol itical
pre ssure  and re str ictions
on acce ss  to  information.

By Charles Mafa

Today,  he  thinks  careful ly
before  discuss ing
pol itical ly  s ensitive  i ssue s
on air.

The contradiction remains
unre solved.

International  rankings
sugge st  Zambia’s  media
environment has  improved
since  2021.  But  for
journal ists  working far
from Lusaka,  pre ss
freedom is  measured le ss
by rankings  than by
whether  they can report
controvers ia l  stor ie s
without  fear  of
intimidation,  v io lence or
pol itical  interference.  As
election day approache s,
that  que stion remains
unanswered.

This  art ic le  was
produced by
MakanDay’s  Local
Reporting Network.
Subscribe through
our website  and
fol low our Facebook
page to  receive
stories  l ike this  one
as soon as  they are
published.

Mounted high above one
of  the  capital ’s  busie st
roads,  the  poster  pre s ents
the incumbent  smil ing
conf idently  beneath the
s logan “Zambia Forward
Together”.  For  many
commuters,  it  i s  d i f f icult
to  miss.

What i s  perhaps  more
str iking,  however,  i s  what
is  miss ing.

De spite  14 pre s identia l
candidate s  having entered
Zambia’s  August  general
e lection,  few r ival
campaign posters  are
vis ib le  in  prominent  parts
of  the  capital .  In  some
locations,  it  i s  as  though
Hichi lema is  campaigning
against  no one at  a l l .

Whether  this  ref lects
superior  organisation,
greater  re source s,
incumbency advantage s  or
s imply  the early  stage s  of
the campaign is  open to
debate.  But  the image
offers  a  f itting  backdrop
to a  broader  que stion
confronting Zambia as  it
heads  towards  a  crucial
e lection:  has  the
administration that  came
to power promis ing
democratic  renewal
del ivered the reforms
many c itizens  expected,
or  has  the gap between
promis e  and real ity  begun
to widen?

Ass e ss ing Hichi lema’s
performance largely
depends  on the lens
through which it  i s
v iewed.

His  objective  of  the  2026
election is  c lear:  s ecure a
renewed mandate  and
project  Zambia as  a
stable,  

For  cr itic s,  the s e
developments  rais e
que stions  about  the
competitivene ss  of  the
electoral  proce ss.

According to  Freedom
Hous e’s  Freedom in the
World 2025 report,
Zambia remains  c lass i f ied
as  “Part ly  Free”.  

Debate s  have also
continued over  the pace of
constitutional  and
institutional  reforms,  and
the extent  to  which key
state  institutions  are  able
to  operate  independently
of  pol itical  inf luence.
Some cr itic s  point  to  the
comparatively  rapid
e stabl ishment  of  the
Cyber  Security  Agency,
whi le  the ful l
implementation of  the
Acce ss  to  Information Act
has  progre ss ed more
s lowly,  as  evidence of
uneven reform prior itie s.

Supporters  of  the
government,  however,
argue that  meaningful
progre ss  has  been made in
strengthening democratic
governance and
modernis ing state
institutions.  Critic s
counter  that  some of  the
structural  reforms
promis ed in  2021 remain
incomplete  as  the country
heads  into  another
election.

Yet  governance is  only
one measure by which
voters  are  l ikely  to  ass e ss
Hichi lema’s  f irst  term.
Economic  performance is
expected to  play an
equal ly  important  role  in
shaping e lectoral  choice s.

Economy: Strongest
Area of  Performance

From front  page

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-chapters/zambia?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-chapters/zambia?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/1CqwMgti3N/
https://freedomhouse.org/country/zambia/freedom-world/2025?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://freedomhouse.org/country/zambia/freedom-world/2025?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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One of  the  bigge st
achievements  of
Hichi lema’s
administration has  been
progre ss  in  re structuring
Zambia’s  debt  and
re storing overal l  economic
stabi l ity  after  the country
defaulted on its  external
debt  in  2020.

Although former
Pre sident  Edgar Lungu
was decis ively  defeated in
the 2021 general  e lection,
his  pol itical  legacy
remains  a  s igni f icant
factor  in  Zambia’s
pol itical  landscape ahead
of  the August  2026 pol ls .
Fol lowing his  death,  many
of  his  supporters  have
shi fted their  a l legiance
from the Patr iotic  Front
(PF),  which is  not
f ie lding candidate s  in  this
year’s  e lection,  to  partie s
al igned with the Tons e
Al l iance.

The International
Monetary Fund has
repeatedly  c ited Zambia’s
progre ss  under  its
economic  reform
programme, pointing to
advance s  in  debt
re structuring,  f i scal
consol idation and ef forts
to  re store  macroeconomic
stabi l ity.  IMF of f ic ia ls
have prais ed the
government’s  progre ss  in
reducing economic
imbalance s  and
re structuring debt  de spite
s igni f icant  dome stic  and
external  shocks.
Meanwhile,  Zambia’s
Ministry  of  Finance
projected economic
growth of  5.8 percent  in
2025,  a  forecast
supported by improving
economic  indicators
fol lowing years  of  debt
distre ss.

International  f inancial
institutions  and inve stors
have also  pointed to
Zambia’s  debt
re structuring agreements
as  a  s igni f icant
achievement,  helping
re store  inve stor
conf idence and improve
the country’s  economic
outlook.

The government has
highl ighted a  number of
achievements  during
Hichi lema’s  tenure,
including the introduction
of  free  education,
increas ed al locations  to
the Constituency
Development Fund
(CDF), and expansion of
mining inve stment.  The s e
initiative s  have been
pre s ented as  evidence of
ef forts  to  improve publ ic
s ervice s,  stimulate
economic  growth and
strengthen the country’s
f inancial  pos ition.

Much of  that  support  has
coale sced around Brian
Mundubi le,  the  Tons e
Al l iance pre s identia l
candidate.  However,
Zambia’s  opposition
remains  fragmented,  with
Citizens  First  leader
Harry Kalaba,  Social i st
Party  pre s ident  Fred
M’membe and s everal
other  candidate s  a lso
competing for  support
from voters  dissatis f ied
with the current
government.  Pol itical
analysts  note  that  unle ss
opposition force s  can
coordinate  more
ef fectively,  the  anti-
incumbent  vote  r isks
being spl it  among
multiple  candidate s.

Ultimately,  the  2026
election may be le ss  a
conte st  between pol itical
personal itie s  than a
referendum on
Hichi lema’s  f irst  term in
off ice.

As  voters  head to  the pol ls
in  August,  they wi l l  be
asked to  decide  whether
the promis e  of  2021 has
been ful f i l led,  whether  it
remains  a  work in
progre ss,  or  whether  a
di f ferent  path is  needed.

However,  economic
recovery has  not
translated equal ly  across
society.  Many Zambians
continue to  face
s igni f icant  chal lenge s,
including a  high cost  of
l iv ing,  food ins ecurity,
pers istent  youth
unemployment  and s low
growth in  hous ehold
income s.  While  key
macroeconomic  indicators
have shown s igns  of
improvement,  many
citizens  say the benef its
have yet  to  be  ful ly  fe lt  at
community  level,
particular ly  among poorer
and more vulnerable
hous eholds.

Hichi lema enters  the race
with achievements  he  can
point  to:  debt
re structuring,  improved
international  standing,
free  education,  expanded
CDF funding and relative
macroeconomic  stabi l ity.
Yet  he  a lso  face s  cr itic ism
from thos e  who argue that
democratic  reforms have
been incomplete  and that
economic  gains  have not
suff ic ient ly  improved the
l ive s  of  ordinary c itizens.

Back on the Munal i
f lyover,  Hichi lema’s
bi l lboard continue s  to
tower above the traf f ic
below. The e lection wi l l
determine whether  the
optimism it  projects  sti l l
re sonate s  strongly  enough
with Zambians  to  s ecure
him a s econd term.

The author is  the
Editor  of  MakanDay
Centre for
Invest igat ive
Journalism

FACT CHECK: Did the Hichi lema
administrat ion bring “over 2.5
mil l ion chi ldren into school”?
Verdict:  Unsupported by avai lable  Ministr y of  Education
data
By Charles Mafa

During a  campaign ral ly
in  Choma, Pre s ident
Hakainde Hichi lema
credited his
administration’s  free
education pol icy  with
bringing “over  2.5 mi l l ion
chi ldren into  school.”

“The reason why this
country i s  moving forward
is  becaus e you s e lected a
government through the
Pre sident,  but  the
Pre sident  doe s  not  work
alone.  The Pre s ident
cannot  go into  Parl iament
to  vote  for  laws,  it  i s  the
MPs,” he said  before
citing the employment  of
45,000 teachers  and
“bringing back over  2.5
mil l ion chi ldren into
school.”

The c la im is  central  to
one of  the  UPND
government’s  f lagship
pol ic ie s  ahead of  Zambia’s
August  2026 general
e lection.  But  do of f ic ia l
education statistic s
support  it?

What the data shows
According to  the Ministry
of  Education’s  2025
Education Statistic s
Bul letin,  total  enrolment
increas ed from 5,025,614
learners  in
2021to6,833,236
learners  in  2025.

That  i s  an increas e  of
approximately  1.81
mil l ion learners,  not  2.5
mil l ion.

The same bul letin  reports
total  enrolment  in  2025 at
6.83 mil l ion learners,
including 706,049 in
early  chi ldhood
education,  4.69 mil l ion in
primary education and
1.43 mil l ion in  s econdary
education.

What about  the
President’s  other
f igure?

Pre sident  Hichi lema also
said  free  education was
introduced to  benef it  “the
2.5 mil l ion chi ldren
currently  in  school”.

However,  the  Ministry’s
late st  statistic s  put  total
enrolment  at  6.83 mil l ion
learners,  meaning the
f igure  of  2.5 mi l l ion doe s
not  corre spond to  the
number of  chi ldren
currently  enrol led in
Zambia’s  education
system.

Could he have
been referring to
something else?
Possibly.  Government
off ic ia ls  have at  time s
referred to  benef ic iar ie s
of  free  education rather
than net  enrolment
growth.  However,  the
Pre sident  did  not  explain
how the 2.5 mi l l ion f igure
was calculated,  and the
Education Statistic s
Bul letin  doe s  not  show
that  more than 2.5
mil l ion additional
learners  entered school
between 2021 and 2025.

Verdict
The Ministry  of
Education’s  own statistic s
do not  support  the c la im
that  the Hichi lema
administration brought
“over  2.5 mi l l ion chi ldren
into school.”

Off ic ia l  enrolment  f igure s
show an increas e  of
approximately  1.81
mil l ion learners  between
2021 and 2025.  Unle ss
State  Hous e or  the
Ministry  of  Education
provide s  a  di f ferent
methodolog y for
calculating the f igure,  the
claim remains
unsupported by publ ic ly
avai lable  data.

From front  page
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between groups  s eeking
acce ss  to  state  re source s
rather  than a  conte st  of
ideas  about  how be st  to
govern the country.
Elections  become batt le s
over  who gets  to  eat
rather  than discuss ions
about  how to  create
prosperity  for  everyone.

In our  editor ia l  last  week,
we argued that  Zambia 's
pol itical  c lass  i s  among
the country 's  greate st
chal lenge s  as  we head
towards  the August
elections.  But  are
pol itic ians  a lone
re sponsible  for  the state
of  our  pol itic s?

government 's  f lagship
decentral isation
programme s,  has  not  been
immune from the s e
dynamics.  Inve stigations
by MakanDay have
repeatedly  uncovered
al legations  that  acce ss  to
certain CDF opportunitie s
—including ski l l s  training
bursarie s,  empowerment
grants  and other  benef its
—is  sometime s  inf luenced
by pol itical
considerations.  

The answer is  no.

In s everal  communitie s,
re s idents  have complained
that  opportunitie s  are
disproportionately
awarded to  rul ing party
supporters  or  thos e
perceived to  be
sympathetic  to  the
governing party,  rather
than being al located
transparently  and on the
basis  of  need or  merit.
Whether  the s e  a l legations
are  i so lated incidents  or
evidence of  a  broader
pattern,  they re inforce  a
dangerous  perception that
publ ic  re source s  are
rewards  for  pol itical
loyalty  rather  than ass ets
belonging to  a l l  c itizens.

As  Zambia prepare s  to  go
to  the pol ls ,  the  chal lenge
is  not  only  for  pol itic ians
to  of fer  better  leadership.
It  i s  a lso  for  voters  to
demand it.  The qual ity  of
our  democracy ultimately
ref lects  the  choice s  we
make.  I f  we continue to
reward s e l f - intere st,  we
should not  be  surpris ed
when s e l f - intere st
become s the def ining
feature of  our  pol itic s.

T h e  P o l i t i c s  of  S e l f- I n t e r e s t:  W h y  Vo t e r s  S h a r e  t h e
B l a m e

OPINION

This  i s  not  a  uniquely
Zambian problem, but  it
has  become deeply
embedded in  our  pol itical
culture.

Every e lection cycle
brings  with it  a  scramble
for  proximity  to  power.
Citizens  a l ign thems elve s
with pol itical  camps not
nece ssari ly  becaus e they
bel ieve in  particular
pol ic ie s  or  ideas,  but
becaus e they hope to
benef it  i f  their  preferred
candidate  wins.
Pol itic ians  understand
this  real ity  and often
exploit  it.  

Politic ians  de s erve
critic ism when they
manipulate  the s e
tendencie s.  But  voters
must  a lso  ref lect  on the
role  they play in
sustaining them. A
democracy cannot
function ef fectively  when
citizens  demand personal
favours  instead of  good
governance,  

The cons equence s  are
profound.  When vote s
are  exchanged for
promis e s  of  personal
benef it,  accountabi l ity
suffers.  Pol itic ians  learn
that  they do not
nece ssari ly  need to
del iver  ef fective
governance or  ful f i l
campaign promis e s.
Instead,  they need only
satis fy  a  re latively  smal l
group of  supporters  and
benef ic iar ie s.  Citizens,
meanwhile,  become le ss
l ikely  to  scrutinis e
leaders  they perceive  as
advancing their  own
intere sts.

The future of  Zambia wi l l
be  shaped not  only  by
thos e  who s eek of f ice,  but
also  by thos e  who e lect
them.

Voters,  too,  bear  a  share
of  the  re sponsibi l ity.  Too
often,  e lectoral  choice s
are  inf luenced not  by a
candidate 's  competence,
integrity,  v is ion or  abi l ity
to  provide ef fective
leadership,  but  by
personal  connections,
family  tie s,  ethnic
af f i l iation,  regional
loyaltie s  or  the
expectation of  personal
gain.  In  such
circumstance s,  support
for  a  pol itic ian is  dr iven
le ss  by considerations  of
the national  intere st  and
more by narrow s el f -
intere st.

Campaign promis e s  are
increasingly  framed
around acce ss  to
opportunitie s,  jobs  and
appointments  rather  than
long-term solutions  to  the
country 's  chal lenge s.

For  many people,  a
succe ssful  e lection is  one
that  re sults  in  personal
rewards.  I t  may mean
s ecuring a  government
job,  obtaining an
appointment  to  a
diplomatic  miss ion,
joining the board of  a
state-owned enterpris e,
winning a  government
contract,  or  ensuring that
a re lative  i s  p laced on a
l i st  of  prospective  publ ic
s ector  recruits.  Pol itic s
become s le ss  about  publ ic
s ervice  and more about
acce ss  to  re source s.

The Constituency
Development Fund,  one of
the 

This  transactional
approach to  pol itic s
create s  a  toxic
environment in  which
opportunitie s  are  v iewed
as  rewards  for  pol itical
loyalty  rather  than
rights  or  entit lements
avai lable  to  a l l  c itizens
on the basis  of  merit.
Publ ic  institutions
become vulnerable  to
patronage.  Meritocracy
weakens.  Corruption
f lourishe s.  National
development  take s  a
back s eat  to  pol itical
survival .

Perhaps  most  worrying
is  that  this  culture
encourage s  voters  to
view pol itic s  as  a
competition 

or when loyalty  to
individuals  outweighs
commitment  to  pr inciple s.
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T h e  i n de p e n de n t  h a i r d r e s s e r  w h o s e  r a d i o  f i g h t s  b a c k  
Zambia has one of  the fastest  growing economies in  Africa but  so  far  the economic benef i ts  have not  tr ickled down to  the
majority  of  the populat ion.  But  despite  the pressures,  not  al l  Zambians al low themselves  to  be crushed, writes  Charles  Mafa.  

It  i s  the  same customers
who advertis e  for  me,
when they go out  they te l l
others  about  my bri l l iant
work.”

Take Justin  Si lungwe,  37
now. Since 2011,
busine ssman Si lungwe,
fondly  referred to  by his
customers  and peers  as
Uncle  Jah (not  for  his
dreadlocks  but  a  short
form for  his  f irst  name,
he says) has  made his
l iv ing by c l ipping men’s
hair  around Avondale
Township,  east  of  Lusaka.
On a good day he can
make more than K100.  He
charge s  K6 for  a  haircut
and a  shave,  K3 for
chi ldren,  or  as  l itt le  as
K2 for  tr imming.  

Uncle  Jah’s  characterful
barbershop sports  a
display of  the  name of  his
workplace.  Ins ide  on the
table  are  three e lectr ic
hair  c l ippers,  each
re s erved for  a  di f ferent
hairstyle.  A smal l  p lastic
container  f i l led  with
paraff in  a lso  re sts  there
along with a  hal f-empty
bott le  of  methylated
spir its  and a  radio  s et
which stubbornly  re s ists
his  e f forts  to  reduce the
volume before  a
conversation with the
B&R. “The volume has  a
problem, let  me just
switch it  of f,”  he says.  

He says.  “I  l ike  radio  so
much more than TV
becaus e I  can tune in  to
many channels  and fo l low
current  af fa irs.  I  can’t
af ford to  put  up a  sate l l ite
dish here  for  me to  have
the luxury of  tuning to
various  TV channels.  So
this  radio  s et  i s  my be st
fr iend.”

He lo st  his  f irst  job and
went around in  s earch of
another  but  his  street-
wisdom brought  him back
to the ta lent  he  had
learned as  a  young man
growing up in  Ndola
under the watchful  eye  of
a  str ict  brother.  “Initia l ly
I  d id  not  take my talent
s er iously.  I  was  just
forced to  learn how to  cut
people’s  hair  by my
brother  whom I  was
staying with in  Ndola,”
explained Uncle  Jah in  his
Bemba dialect.  

“I  have customers  from
divers e  backgrounds.  The
wel l-travel led,  p lus
ordinary one s,  and this  i s
more l ike  a  central
meeting place.  So when
they’re  here  I  have to
engage with them in
conversations  that  meet
their  taste,” 

Politic s,  he  says,  “is  at
the centre  of  everything.
We can’t  ignore it.  We
recently  changed
government but  l i fe  i s
the same.  People
complain about
pol itic ians  that  they
promis ed a  lot  of  things.
Ye s  they (PF) made a  lot
promis e s.  I  was  a lso
promis ed 

This  week in the Bullet in & Record

Mr Si lungwe is  busine ss
savvy,  cheerful  to  his
customers  and str ict  when
it  come s to  his  work.  He
l ike s  a  dr ink and a  smoke
but  only  outs ide  work
hours.  Busine ss  i s  tough
and he has  to  compete
with s everal  barbershops
in the area,  some in  wel l -
sheltered and plush
place s.  He says  his
succe ss  l ie s  in  knowing
the craft.  “Many people
come here  becaus e they
know they wi l l  get  a  good
hair  cut.

Uncle  Jah’s  busine ss
sustains  hims el f  and his
wife  and two chi ldren in  a
country where mi l l ions  of
young people  are  joble ss.
In order  to  remain in
busine ss  he  has  to  be  good
to his  customers  and
perform his  work
profe ss ional ly.  His  tiny
barbershop is  not  just  a
place  for  a  haircut  but  it
br ings  together  people
from di f ferent  categorie s
of  society.  but  they can’t  achieve

everything within a  short
period of  time.  What the
pol itic ians  should know is
that  we need basic
faci l itie s  l ike  schools,
hospitals  for  our  chi ldren
near us.  We’re  not
intere sted in  luxurie s.
No.”

Uncle  Jah made the
decis ion to  start  his  own
busine ss  when he was
sacked from his  previous
job.  He has  never
regretted his  decis ion
becaus e he i s  more
comfortable  now when he
is  his  own boss.
“Disc ipl ine  i s  very
important  when you’re
working on your own,” he
says.  “I  have to  make sure
that  I  am here  at
08:00hrs  in  the morning
and knock of f  around
19:30hrs  or  so.”

He says  thos e  who do not
us e  their  ta lents  to
survive  are  just  “cutting
their  own throat”.  He
says  the greate st  “capital
for  a  poor  person is
knowledge and strength”.
“If  you don’t  poss e s  thos e
things,  it  means you’re
nothing.  There are  some
of  our  col league s  who are
conf ined to  a  wheelchair,
they’re  doing something.
What about  us? We can
do menial  jobs  but  the
s ecret  l ie s  in  how we us e
the money we earn.” 

Uncle  Jah started his
busine ss  from his  own
savings.  He says  that  in
modern time s  people  “dig
their  own grave s” through
the kind of  l i fe style  they
choos e.  “Alcohol,  drugs
and engaging in  s exual
immoral ity  are  ki l l ing
society  today,” he
conclude s.    

The stor y was
f irst  published in
the June 2014
edit ion of  the
Bullet in & Record
Magazine.  

he says.  “I  would know
once you walk in  that  this
one love s  sport,  this  one
it  i s  pol itic s,  this  one
busine ss.  That  i s  how it
goe s.”

Some are  directors,
others  are  from the poor
suburbs  and they al l  meet
here  he says.  He knows
how to  create  a
favourable  environment
for  everyone,  and he has
to  be  up to  speed with
current  af fa irs.  
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