Levy Mwanawasa Stadium, Ndola, Zambia.
© Photo by Bernard Chama on Unsplas

An Examination of the Environmental Impact
of Illegal Mining Activities on Land in the
Copperbelt Province of Zambia

Isaac Mutelo, PhD
Arrupe Jesuit University, Harare, Zimbabwe

Abstract

In the contemporary world, mining operations often contribute to water, land and air pollution. In the Cop-
perbelt Province of Zambia, illegal mining practices have often led to deforestation, soil degradation and vast
land damage or ruin due to the digging of huge pits, trenches, tunnels and ditches by illegal miners. Such
practices continue to have a huge negative impact on the environment and the lives of the local people, most
of whom depend on land for farming. [llegal mining remains a threat to the environment, biodiversity and the
wellbeing of the people. The centrality of this theme can be attributed to the various environmental problems
that continue to occur due to illegal mining practices, to the extent of affecting not only the environment but
also biodiversity and the wellbeing of the people. This paper examines the environmental impacts of illegal
mining activities on land in the Copperbelt Province of Zambia based on three key questions: what are the
impacts of illegal mining practices on land in the Copperbelt province? How has the Zambian government
been responding to the situation? How can the notion of environmental justice and Christian ecotheology be
used to respond to the crisis? Based on such key questions, this study seeks to assess the impact of illegal
mining practices on land, discuss the response of the government and the society to the issue and propose a
possible way forward.
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Introduction

We live in an era of ecological cri-
sis, where human actions continue
to harm the environment, pollu-
te the atmosphere and destabilise
nonhuman species. Such human
disturbances do not only degrade
and cause the environment to de-
teriorate, but they also cause the
extinction and annihilation of vast
numbers of species. In 2004, the
United Nations’ High-level Panel
on Threats, Challenges and Chan-
ge identified environmental degra-
dation as one of the major threats
to world peace and security. Simi-
larly, the Paris Agreement adopted
in 2015 at the Paris Climate Confe-
rence is an attempt by most coun-
tries in the world to respond to the
threat of global warming with the
aim of limiting or mitigating the
increasing temperatures to below 2
degrees Celsius. This was the first
globally and legally binding deal
on climate change to be adopted
by 195 countries. Such global ef-
forts show that environmental and
atmospheric pollution continue to
threaten the natural environment
and atmosphere, leading to threats
such as global warming. Seriously
polluted and degraded environ-
ments have become unfavourable
to all forms of life and have con-
tributed to the degeneration of the
quality of the natural environment
and volatility in ecosystems.

Academic, scientific and media li-
terature and reports expose several
issues relating to environmental
degradation and pollution which
reaffirms the worsening ecologi-
cal crisis the earth is undergoing.
Nature continues to suffer exploi-
tation and degradation through
human activity. One wonders why
all the voices stressing the need to
care for the environment, atmo-
sphere and biodiversity continue
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to fall on deaf ears. What are we
doing wrong? Why are people not
heeding the calls being made by
governments, religious organisa-
tions, environmental activists and
movements and various groups on
the need to care and nurture the
earth? Is there still hope of saving
and liberating the earth from hu-
man domination and oppression?
Such questions ought to be ponde-
red by everyone because they con-
cern the real and daunting problem
confronting humanity as a whole
today.

There is a need for more effort to
protect and safeguard the environ-
ment well. Environmental degra-
dation through land, air and water
pollution, the destruction of ecosy-
stems, and the extinction of wildli-
fe continue to be a core problem
today. The mining sector is one of
the major causes of environmental
degradation and pollution globally.
Under the mining sector, the per-
vasive problem of environmental
degradation caused by illegal mi-
ning operations is one of the main
issues facing many African coun-
tries. Zambia is one of the major
producers of copper, cobalt and
gemstones, including precious me-
tals such as silver and gold. The
mining sector makes a substantial
contribution to the country’s eco-
nomy. The mining sector in Zam-
bia is governed primarily by the
Mines and Minerals Development
Act of 2015 (amended in 2016)
promulgated through the Ministry
of Mines and Minerals Develop-
ment. Although most mining com-
panies follow the Act and other
related mining and environmental
regulations, there have been illegal
and unregulated mining operations
in the Copperbelt province.



Illegal Mining Operations in the Copperbelt Province

Illegal mining activities are con-
trary to the laws of Zambia regula-
ting the mining industry since they
involve the unlawful mining of
mineral deposits, precious stones
and quarrying of stones in prohi-
bited areas. The history of illegal
mining in the Copperbelt province
of Zambia is closely linked to the
historical development of the mi-
ning industry itself and some of the
mining regulations concerning mi-
neral and land rights. Although the
issue of illegal mining had been
to a greater extent unknown to the
public until 2000, it has become
a daunting subject in recent years
due to the escalation of cases and
incidents related to it.

What is Illegal Mining?
Illegal mining activities have beco-
me a major issue in Zambia given
the problems that arise from such
unlawful operations. Illegal mining
can be defined as the unregulated,
unlicensed and informal ways of
mining on unofficially explored
areas and prohibited sites such as
old mine dumps and pits. For Kam-
bani [2003:143], illegal mining
involves the unauthorised mining
of mineral deposits, precious sto-
nes and the now escalating ‘illegal
quarrying of stone aggregates, flat
stones, gravel and building sand
used in home construction.” Al-
though in recent years larger com-
panies have been implicated in the
illegal mining scheme, most illegal
miners are small-scale. Illegal mi-
ners in the Copperbelt engage in
the mining of minerals such as cop-
per, gold and gemstones and often
rely almost entirely on human la-
bour using rudimentary technology
and tools such as shovels, picks,
trowels, hoes, spades, flat big sto-
nes and wheelbarrows.

In the Copperbelt province, illegal
miners are commonly referred to
as “Jerabos” (jail boys). Howe-
ver, the term “Jerabo” is someti-
mes used by locals to refer to both
unlicensed small-scale miners and
copper thieves and gangs or no-
torious 1illegal copper dealers on
established mines such as Konkola
Copper Mines’ (KCM) Nchanga
Mine on the Copperbelt, a practice
which is different from unlicen-
sed mining operations. According
to Kabanda [2012], in June 2017
Max Maona, Head of Security at
Konkola Copper Mines (KCM)
in Chingola affirmed that “Illegal
mining is pure theft of copper” and
that “the illegal miners have incre-
ased in numbers and have become
violent and are using weapons”.
The Zambian law requires that all
miners, whether foreign investors
or Zambian citizens, obtain mining
licences from the government.
Regarding legality in mining, the
Mine and Minerals Development
Act of 2015 prohibits individuals
and companies from engaging in
mining, mining exploration and
mineral processing without a pro-
per licence. The affirmed is sta-
ted in Section 12(1) of the Mines
and Minerals Development Act of
2015 which strictly forbids anyone
from carrying “on mining opera-
tions, mineral processing opera-
tions or gold panning except under
the authority of a mining right,
mineral processing licence or gold
panning certificate granted under
this Act” [Parliament of Zambia
2015]. Illegal miners do not only
divert from the legal framework in
their mining operations, but they
also ignore the environmental im-
pacts of their mining activities.
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Historical Overview of Ille-
gal Mining in the Copperbelt
Pre-2000

In the Zambian territory, mining
activities can be traced from the
Iron Age period when iron smel-
ting was practiced. By 1700, tradi-
tional small-scale mining activities
focused on surface outcrop mineral
deposits which the indigenous pe-
ople “would melt and mould the
copper into ingots used as a me-
dium of exchange and other metal
products” such as ornaments, tools
and weapons [Sikamo 2016:491].
The mining and land rights belon-
ged to local traditional rulers who,
through village Indunas, regulated
the mining processes and mineral
trade with outsiders. Although local
rulers were custodians of mining
operations in the villages and regu-
lated mineral rights, the indigenous
people had access to minerals.

From 1889 onwards, there was
extensive mineral exploration of
the region by Western companies
and professional individuals. For
example, increased exploration
activities by foreigners led to the
founding of more mining sites
such as Hippo mine (discovered
by Jacob Elliott) in 1903 in Kafue,
whose large-scale mining opera-
tions were opened in 1911 [Mcln-
tyre 2016:431]. By this time, al-
though local chiefs still controlled
land rights which included mining,
the British South African Com-
pany (BSAC) had obtained some
mining rights by signing treaties
which gave the company exclusi-
ve mineral rights over most of the
Zambian region. The actual deve-
lopment of mining legislation and
the issue of illegal mining came
with the enactment of the 1912
Mining Ordinance under Mining
Proclamation, No. 1 which was

to regulate the mining industry in
the Zambian region. According to
Ndulo [1986:8], the 1912 Mining
Ordinance granted “the BSAC
with a mechanism for regulating
the mining rights granted by the
company”’. The statute also gran-
ted that anyone who acquired a
mining license at a minimal fee
was free to mine in any area of
the region except in specific areas
designated to the BSAC’s mines.
For the first time, this meant that
individuals and companies who
engaged in mining activities in the
region without obtaining a legal li-
cence would be considered illegal
miners, although such activities
were not strictly monitored. Thus,
by 1923 there were already a num-
ber of informal mining operations
without licences regardless of the
need to acquire mining licenses.

From 1924 onwards, there was a
massive boom in the mining indu-
stry which was mainly controlled
by South African and American
companies. The use of advanced
machinery in smelting and metal
extraction facilities in commercia-
lised mines which was inspired by
the need to maximise profits led
to the production of large quanti-
ties of copper and other minerals.
Thus, “by 1964, Zambia was a
major player in the world copper
industry, contributing over 12% of
global output” [Sikamo 2016:492].
Despite the increased production
of copper in pre-1964, much of the
revenue and royalties were diver-
ted to the BSAC as the owner and
custodian of the mineral rights.
After Zambian independence in
1964, the question of mineral ri-
ghts between mine owners and the
government was explored and led
to the promulgation of the Mines
and Minerals Act of 1969. Based
on the Act, the government was

granted control over the mining
industry by acquiring the mineral
rights, the right to control the issu-
ing of mining licences and opening
of new mining operations [Hast
1990:737].

By 1970, there was an emphasis
on the ‘accession system’ which
demanded that ownership of mi-
nerals in a specific area correspond
to ownership of the surface land.
Although there is no evidence of
the presence of commercial illegal
mining operations in the 1960s and
1970s, the informal small-scale
mining operations continued both
in the old mining sites and other
unexplored areas. Most of them
worked in groups and relied on
their own resources such as hand
tools and other equipment in their
illegal mining operations. The pe-
riod after 1970 saw the govern-
ment’s attempts to nationalise the
mining industry which escalated
illegal mining operations when the
mining industry began dwindling
under the nationalisation sche-
me. Due to the heavy reliance of
the country’s economy on the mi-
ning industry especially after the
nationalisation of mines between
1969 and 1996, the mining indu-
stry suffered undercapitalisation
with obsolete machinery and wi-
thout much investment in upgra-
de, among other challenges. Thus,
while the mining sector under the
nationalisation scheme was strug-
gling, “employment was falling,
imports were declining, and forei-
gn debt was on the increase” [Lim-
pitlaw 2011:737]. The affirmed
factors led to an increase in illegal
mining activities on the Copper-
belt province, especially because
most of the former ZCCM workers
who had been retrenched had to
find alternative means for survival.
In Zambia post-1996, the re-priva-
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tisation of mines became a goal,
though illegal mining continued to
escalate.

Illegal Mining in Copperbelt
Post-2000

Although I have demonstrated the
presence of illegal mining activi-
ties in Zambia before 2000, these
activities were by and large unre-
ported due to the lack of strict mo-
nitoring of such cases by the au-
thorities. Further, the public lacked
awareness of the issue since most
illegal mining cases were ignored
and not publicly reported. Thus by
2000, there were already several
flourishing informal mining activi-
ties on the Copperbelt. From 1997
onwards, several changes in the
mining sector were followed by a
severe reduction in permanent jobs
on the mines. According to Mu-
susa [2010:202], it was a respon-
se to this “severe contraction of
the permanent labour force on the
Copperbelt’ that “‘women and chil-
dren entered the informal sector in
large numbers, seeking to subsidi-
ze men’s declining involvement in
the formal sector”.

The initiative of the government
to privatise the mining sector did
not help curb the decrease in em-
ployment in the formal mining
sector; consequently, informal
mining activities remained promi-
nent. Most people began to engage
in unlicensed mining operations
in groups. According to Musu-
sa [2010:202], on 28" July 2000,
Saluseki, in an article of the Post
Newspaper, reported that 12 peo-
ple had been arrested over illegal
mining on the Copperbelt. The
same article reported that Patrick
Bowa, Director of the Inter-tra-
de Institute, had written a letter
of complaint to Silas Ngangula
the then Inspector General of Po-



lice indicating that the arrest was
unfair since illegal mining activi-
ties were the only alternative for
making a livelihood. In his letter,
Patrick Chilufya Bowa stressed the
need to bring “bonafide small scale
miners, illegal miners and retren-
ched miners into the main stream
small scale mining commercial
activity in line with Zambia’s sta-
tus as a mining nation” [Mususa
2010:202].

Bowa’s plea underlies the idea that
small scale miners be granted arti-
sanal mining licenses to recognise
their mining operations which was
expressed by various individuals
after the retrenchment of many
ZCCM mine workers. Since 2000,
there have been many cases of il-
legal mining activities that have
been reported on the unregulated
mining of mineral, precious sto-
nes and stone quarrying on unused
mine pits, mine dump sites and
other related places. In a resear-
ch concluded in 2003, Kambani
[2003:143] found that “the majo-
rity of illegal miners are involved
in gemstone mining and is very
mobile and will migrate quickly
to a reported new find”. In March
2009, another case of illegal mi-
ning was reported in the Times of
Zambia Newspaper where an ille-
gal miner was shot dead and twel-
ve others were wounded [Times of
Zambia, 2009]. Similarly, in June
2009 the Mining Review Africa
[2009] also reported that ““at least
eight Zambian illegal miners have
been killed in the collapse of the
disused Nkana West mine dump in
the northern Copperbelt province”.
Such cases reaffirm the fact that
unlicensed mining operations by
small-scale miners on the Copper-
belt have become a daunting issue.

Illegal mining operations continue
to be carried out within the establi-
shed mining premises, on mine du-
mps such as the ‘Black Mountain’
in Kitwe, deserted mine sites left
behind by closed formal mining
operations, and other unauthori-
sed places where the mining of
minerals and stone quarrying is
done. The issue of illegal mining
has continued to be embedded in
the economic system based on
the struggle for livelihood and
the lack of alternative means to
raise income. According to Miku-
la [2013:12], when Mr Dickson
Nkonde, an illegal miner in Chin-
gola, Copperbelt, was found on an
illegal mining site, he expressed
the seriousness of the issue: “this
is nothing; we dig longer tunnels
than this. We dig even one-kilome-
tre tunnels and many others bran-
ching out...sometimes we can be
1500 or 2000. We are many, but
others are hiding”. Regarding the
reasons behind his illegal mining
activities, Mr Nkonde explained:
“We are unemployed, and we are
suffering, that’s why we engage in
illegal mining. Even if I fear for
my life, I have no choice becau-
se my family will starve, and the
landlord will evict me” [Mikula
2013:12].

Nkonde’s sentiments reaffirm the
gravity of the problem of illegal
mining and the economic reasons
behind the activity. Foreign na-
tionals have also been implicated
in the illegal mining scheme in
the Copperbelt. For example, ac-
cording to Blanchard and Mfula
[2017], on 3 June 2017 the police
in Chingola town in the Copperbelt
“detained 31 Chinese nationals for
illegal mining”. In some cases,
small scale miners acquire mining
licences and then surrender them
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to foreigners, a practice which has
allowed foreigners to explore and
process mineral deposits and ille-
gally export them out of the coun-
try without payment to the govern-
ment, following the law and other
mining regulations. Most illegal
miners sell their illegally mined
copper ore and other mineral de-
posits to business syndicates who
have illegal storage warehouses in
towns such Chingola and Kitwe
[Mikula 2013:13]. Some illegal
warehouse owners have scales,
mineral analysis equipment, pro-
cessing machines and other tools
which help them to process the il-
legally mined minerals and quarri-
ed stones. From such warehouses,
the copper ore and other mineral
deposits and precious stones are
then exported.

Illegal Quarrying

Although the quarrying of sand,
limestone, gravel and hard rock
is another form of illegal mining
in the Copperbelt province, aca-
demic and media literature on the
issue indicates that such activities
continue to be concentrated in Lu-
saka province. Quarrying for the
purpose of building material exists
in villages and on the outskirts of
towns in the Copperbelt though at
a low level. Due to high levels of
poverty and unemployment, quar-
rying continues to be practiced in
the Copperbelt where the finished
products such as crushed stones are
then sold or used by illegal miners
themselves for the construction
of houses and other buildings. As
with the illegal mining of mine-
rals, the most rudimentary form of
hard rock quarrying by illegal ope-
rations involves the use of simple
hand tools such as shovels, hoes,
flat big stones, wheelbarrows and
picks [Nyumbu 2013:115].

Environmental Impact of Illegal Mining Activities on Land

The environmental impact caused
by illegal mining in the Copper-
belt province results from illegal
miners not following mining legi-
slation, such as the Mines and Mi-
nerals Development Act of 2015
(amended in 2016); Mines and
Minerals (Environmental) Regu-
lations of 1997; the Environmental
Management Act No. 12 of 2011;

and the Mines Acquisition (Special
Provisions) No. 2 Act. In the Cop-
perbelt province, there has been an
enormous environmental impact
on the land caused by illegal mi-
neral mining and sand, gravel and
hard rock quarrying. These illegal
mining activities are motivated by
high levels of unemployment, po-
verty and the lack of education and

awareness of the devastating im-
pact these mining activities have
on the environment. Nevertheless,
it is beyond the scope of this paper
to discuss whether such reasons
can be used to justify illegal mi-
ning activities on the Copperbelt.

Impact of Illegal Mining of
Minerals on Land

Illegal mining operations result in
land, soil and vegetation distur-
bances including habitat loss. The
most common forms of illegal
mining of minerals with a serious
negative impact on land concerns
the digging of working pits, slui-
ces and tunnels. In the process,
topsoil is removed, and a variety
of plant species are cleared for sur-
face mining activities where large
pits are dug [Chipatu 2011:15].
Sometimes, these tunnels are star-
ted far from an established mine
for the purposes of mineral theft.
In April 2013, two illegal miners
from Chiwempala in Chingola
died after the tunnel in which they
were working collapsed following
heavy rains. Regarding the inci-
dent, Mary Tembo, Copperbelt Po-
lice Commissioner, reported that
“during the course of their work,
it started raining. Unfortunately,
water entered the tunnel in which
the two illegal miners were, and
the soil got wet and collapsed on
them” [Lusaka Times 2013].

Similarly, in October 2014, an
illegal miner died in Chingola
while two others had to be “re-
scued by their colleagues after
being trapped in a tunnel which
collapsed on them” [Nkombo &
Nkweto 2014]. These inciden-
ts demonstrate the seriousness
of illegal mining with regard to

An aesthetic specimen of an elongated, spinel-twinned copper crystal spearpoint with attached, flattened copper crystals.
The piece looks like a jet fighter and is from the less well-known Mufulira Mine of Zambia.
© Rob Lavinsky, iRocks.com CC-BY-SA-3.0
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negative impact on land, many
plant species and human life. For
instance, Mikula [2013:12] quo-
tes Dickson Nkonde, an illegal
miner, who affirmed that “we dig
even one-kilometre tunnels and
many others branching out”. This
activity can sometime take days,
weeks or even months. Because
most illegal miners have little or
no knowledge and training in mi-
ning, sometimes no mineral depo-
sits are found after digging for a
long time, although the immense
damage on land and soil remains.
The tunnels, pits and sluices are
dug without any concern for the
damage being made to the envi-
ronment because they are “dug
haphazardly and remain uncove-
red even after their operations”
[Appiah 1998:210].

An analysis of the existing scho-
larly and media literature on illegal
mining in the Copperbelt shows
that not only is the soil waste dug
out and left on the surface but
also that the pits, tunnels or slui-
ces are themselves left uncovered,
the soil polluted and the land da-
maged. As Kambani [2003:144]
asserts, “large volumes of waste
piles are left after mining since
no back-filling or land restora-
tion is undertaken”. Because no
proper precautionary measures
are undertaken, areas where ille-
gal mining occurs are often clea-
red, rendering the land bare, thus
promoting soil erosion, land de-
gradation and deforestation. Ac-
cording to Mensah [2015:89], in
some cases illegal miners clear

huge patches of forest for rest and
recreation after long work days.
Furthermore, elemental mercury
is used by illegal miners to mine
minerals such as gold by mixing
mercury with gold-containing
materials to form a mercury-gold
amalgam. This product is “then
heated, vaporizing the mercury to
obtain the gold”, resulting in hi-
ghly contaminated soils [United
States Environmental Protection
Agency 2018].

Generally, illegal mining opera-
tions prevent soil and plant reha-
bilitation. According to Lindahl
[2014:7], there were more than
10 000 hectares in total that cover
mineral wastes which are linked
to historical mining operations in
the Copperbelt by 2014. The Mi-
nes and Minerals (Environmen-
tal) Regulations of 1997 requires
that formal mines rehabilitate the
mined land upon mine closure, or
the dump sites based on the En-
vironmental Impact Assessment.
Illegal mining activities, despite
the unchanging socio-economic
factors dictating it have continued
to disturb the rehabilitation and
decommissioning of waste mine
dumps and closed mine sites.
For example, waste is dumped
and “large tracts of derelict land
are created” [Chipatu 2011:15].
When illegal miners reclaim mi-
neral deposits on old mining le-
gacy sites, the process of rehabi-
litation is disturbed, the levelled
ground is again dug up, and vege-
tation growth is delayed. Becau-
se the mine-waste dumps and old
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mines are already damaged and
a risk to the environment, illegal
mining operations on these sites
increase the chances of soil ero-
sion and could cause the land to
suffer permanent damage.

According to the findings of the
Mining, Minerals and Sustainable
Development research project
concluded in 2002, the waste ge-
nerated by mining activities has
the potential to reduce the land’s
productivity [Starke 2003:12]. In
the Copperbelt, land productivity
has been negatively affected, both
agriculturally and endemically.
Furthermore, the illegal mining of
minerals on the Copperbelt conti-
nues to lead to the contamination
of top soil due to the accumulation
of metals such as copper in the
soil. Particles of mineral deposi-
ts displaced or discarded together
with soil waste by illegal miners
contaminate large areas of land
as they are carried away when
it rains. Furthermore, Mensah
[2015:89] contends that explosi-
ves sometimes used by illegal mi-
ners adversely affects the soil be-
cause “important soil organisms
have been destroyed, stable soil
aggregates disrupted, and even-
tually depriving the soil of orga-
nic matter”. The dug soil which is
ditched so often remains hostile to
vegetation for many years due to
the mixture of chemical, physical
and biological elements.

Impact of Illegal Quarrying
on Land

Like the illegal mining of mine-
rals, quarrying also has a serious
impact on the land. This is espe-
cially the case when more advan-
ced techniques such as blasting
with explosives, drilling and tyre
burning to easily crack the rocks
are used with enormous negati-
ve effects on the land concerned
[Kambani 2003:144]. Such activi-
ties leave huge pits, trenches and
ditches, which are then abando-
ned without any attempt at rehabi-
litation through refilling after the
operations. In their empirical re-
search, Muyunda and Yangsheng
[2008:239] found that illegal
quarrying leads to “landscape and
land degradation, the destruction
of roads and loss of value of the
land”, including “soil erosion due
to change of the elevation of the
land” in many parts of Zambia.
Several large and unsightly pits
and trenches through illegal quar-
rying have contributed to land de-
gradation and reduced surface soil
quality.

Moreover, vegetation growth is
hampered and land damage throu-
gh pits, gullies and trenches is
caused. According to Eshiwani
[2014:32], “quarrying has a la-
sting effect on the environment
in that most of the quarries leave
scars on the earth surface” since
illegal miners are “unable to re-
claim the land to make it producti-
ve again as it was before”. Due to
the lack of advanced equipment,
illegal miners who are involved
in quarrying never attempt to re-
claim or refill the pits and tren-
ches thereby leading to further
degradation of the landscape. Be-
cause this form of illegal mining
in the Copperbelt employs waste-
ful working practices, quarrying
produces ‘“‘enormous quantities
of waste that can have deleterious
impacts for decades” since no
rehabilitation is done on the dete-
riorated land [Ming’ate 2016:2].
Stone crushers leave enormous
heaps of soil and discarded stones
after their operations.
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Nchanga copper mine near Chingola.
© CC BY-SA 4.0 Legal Code |
Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International



Government’s Response to the Ecological Crisis and Challenges

Constructive responses from the
government regarding environ-
mental degradation and pollution
has primarily been through poli-
cy-making and implementation.
The Zambian government conti-
nues to respond to the ecological
crisis amid the ongoing environ-
mental degradation and excess
pollution especially in the Cop-
perbelt province. For example, the
formation of governmental bodies
on the environment, the various en-
vironmental legislations, laws and
other initiatives reaffirm the gover-
nment’s determination. However,
there have been many challenges
such as poor implementation of the
laws and regulations, poor colla-
boration of the local communities
with the government and econo-
mic issues which have negatively
affected the government’s efforts
effectively to respond to environ-
mental problems which continue
to worsen.

Since 1990’s, several agencies and
forums have been created to advise
the government on environmental
issues and ensure that environ-
mental legislation is implemented
both at higher and lower levels.
The establishment of the Environ-
mental Council Zambia (ECZ) in
1992 as a coordinating, decision
making and implementation body
for all initiatives, programmes and
projects that are geared towards
the protection of the environment
and atmosphere was a great suc-
cess. When the ECZ was formed,
one of its primary duties was to
foresee the implementation of the
Environmental Protection and Pol-
lution Control Act of 1990. Before
the Environmental Protection and
Pollution Control Act (EPPCA)
of 1990 was passed, individual in-
dustries and mines had to monitor
pollution in their respective areas

of operation. Regulations such as
the Factories Act, the Town and
Country Planning Act of 1980 and
the Mines and Mineral Act merely
guide respective organisations in
the control and monitoring of pol-
lution, which was highly ineffecti-
ve [Osei-Hwedie 1996:67].

The enforcement of the Environ-
mental Protection and Pollution
Control Act of 1990 was therefo-
re a breakthrough in the care and
protection of the environment. The
Act sought extensively to reduce
environmental damage, especially
in the Copperbelt province where
pollution has been extreme. Accor-
ding to Osei-Hwedie [996:67], the
Act provides for the “regulations
for protection of the environment
and control of pollution” and the
need to establish structures that
would spearhead the implementa-
tion of environmental legislation.
The Act also highlights “offences
and penalties of polluters outli-
ned in sections dealing with water,
air, noise or chemical pollution”
[Osei-Hwedie 1996:67]. Further,
the Act “sets environmental quali-
ty standards and makes the pollu-
ter responsible for meeting them”
and “all effluents and emissions
from mining operations are regu-
lated through a system of permi-
ts, licenses and fines” [Chipatu
2011:26]. Other regulations con-
cerning the environment such as
the Mineral Environmental Regu-
lations of 1997, the Mines and Mi-
nerals Environmental Regulations
0f 2008, the Environmental Impact
Assessment Regulation (EIAR)
of 1997 and the Environmental
Management (Licencing Regula-
tions 2013) have been enacted and
amended by the government over
the years. According to Lubinda
[2009:8], in 2002 the ECZ affir-
med that its mission is to:
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“Regulate and coordinate
environmental management,
promote awareness, and ensure
environmental protection
through enforcement of
regulations and the prevention
and control of pollution
in support of sustainable
development — so as to provide
for the health and welfare of
persons, animals, plants and the
environment of Zambia.”

As indicated, the Environmental
Council Zambia (ECZ) which in
2011 was renamed the Zambia En-
vironmental Management Agency
(ZEMA) executes its mandate for
control of atmospheric pollution
and protection of the environment.
It manages the implementation of
projects that provide research on
environmental issues such as the
Zambia Environmental Informa-
tion Network and the National Im-
plementation Plans on Persistent
Organic Pollutants project. Fur-
thermore, according to the Zam-
bian Convention on Biological
Diversity [2018, among other core
functions, ZEMA seeks to:

(1) Draw up and enforce
regulations related to water, air
and noise pollution, pesticides
and toxic substances, waste
management and natural
resources management;

(2) advise the Government
on the formulation of policies
related to good management
of natural resources and
environment, and (3) advise
on all matters relating to
Environment conservation,
protection and pollution control,
including necessary policies,
research investigations and
training”

ZEMA has a very broad and appe-
aling environmental management
mandate. To achieve its objecti-
ves, it has created partnerships
with individuals, communities,
national and global organisations
with the aim of eradicating envi-
ronmental problems and ensuring
a safe and healthy environment
for all. It also continues to act as
a strong agency which advises the
private sector and the government
on issues relating to water, air and
land pollution, environmental ma-
nagement and the conservation of
biodiversity. Moreover, ZEMA
ensures that environmental con-
cerns are integrated in national
planning schemes and that envi-
ronmental concerns are publicised
through the dissemination of infor-
mation, awareness programs and
promotion of research and general
training [Zambia Environmental
Management Agency 2011]. The
creation of environmental agen-
cies such as ZEMA has helped
the government in its attempts to
deal with various environmental
problems including those resul-
ting from illegal mining practices.
Some of ZEMA'’s networks and
collaborator-organisations which
are spread throughout the country
include the Impact Assessment
Association of Zambia, Zambia
Copperbelt Environment Project,
and the Zambia National Climate
Change Secretariat.

Furthermore, the government has
responded to environmental degra-
dation through the enactment of
strict laws and regulations which
are meant to promote and sensitise
people of the need to safeguard a
healthy and safe environment and
atmosphere. For example, on 30
June 2009, the government lau-
nched a National Environment
Policy through the Ministry of
Tourism, Environment and Na-
tural Resources “to provide a fra-
mework for the management of
Zambia’s environment and natural
resources” and promote ‘“‘sustai-
nable economic development and
protection of the environment by
ensuring that all economic acti-
vities being conducted do not un-
dermine the balance of the ecosy-
stem” [Lusaka Times 2009].

The implementation of the policy
resulted in several sustainable de-
velopment projects and program-
mes concerning natural resources
and environmental issues. Apart
from environmental policies, the
Environmental Management Act
of 2011 upholds the centrality of
a safe, clean and healthy environ-
ment. It contains general principles
that are meant to regulate environ-
mental management and reaffirm
the citizens’ duty to protect the
environment. Section 4 of the En-
vironmental Management Act of
2011 obliges any human activity on

© ZEMA Zambia Environmental Information Network https://www.zema.org.zm/
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the environment to be subjected to
environmental auditing and moni-
toring, and “the person responsible
for any environmental degradation
to restore the degraded environ-
ment, as far as practicable, to its
condition immediately prior to the
damage” [Zambia Environmental
Management Agency 2011]. The
government has also enacted strict
laws in the mining sector which are
partly meant to reduce the environ-
mental problems caused by illegal
mining practices. If one is found,
one is liable to conviction and may
be fined with an extensive penalty
or be imprisoned for more than se-
ven years [Zambia Environmental
Management Agency 2011].

The strict legislation on environ-
ment shows that the government
considers the need to protect na-
ture, biodiversity and the atmo-
sphere seriously. Illegal miners
fail to comply with environmental
legislation, since they engage in
unlicensed mining activities wi-
thout having undertaken any en-
vironmental impact assessment or
considered the negative effect of
their activities on land and soil.
The government, through law en-
forcement agencies and the police,
have, in recent years, fined or ar-
rested several illegal miners. For
example, in March 2018, Mines
and Minerals Development Mini-
ster Richard Musukwa warned that
“government will not tolerate any
illegal miners in Zambia and that
all mining operations must follow
the correct procedure by owning
licences” [Tumfweko 2018]. Apart
from laws and legislations, the ar-
rests and fining of illegal miners
continue to help the government
prevent the escalating negative
environmental impacts of illegal
mining.


https://www.zema.org.zm/
https://www.zema.org.zm/

Despite the compressive environ-
mental legal system and gover-
nmental bodies such as ZEMA
which are meant to protect the en-
vironment, there are challenges to
the implementation of such polices
and laws. Firstly, the problem con-
cerning the lack of integrity and
responsibility on the part of gover-
nment officials responsible for im-
plementing environmental policies
has not been fully addressed. For
example, the issues of corruption
and nepotism have highly affected
the adequate implementation and
materialisation of environmental
legislation [Chibuye 2015:152].
This shows that although the de-
partments and agencies that have
been created, together with envi-
ronmental legislation, has highly
helped the government to respond
to the problems of pollution and
environmental degradation, its abi-
lity to implement the regulations
has been hampered.

Secondly, legislation often targets
large corporate bodies and partner-
ships to the extent that small-scale
firms such those belonging to ille-
gal miners remain ‘untouchable’.
The small-scale sources of envi-
ronmental degradation such as il-

legal mining are sometimes igno-
red by institutions that are meant
to safeguard the environment. For
example, the need for the environ-
mental impact assessment as af-
firmed by the Mines and Minerals
Act is often done in big corporate
mining bodies rather than in small
scale mining operations. Despite
the few arrests that have been made
so far, the local police do not strict-
ly monitor or search for illegal mi-
ning operations in the Copperbelt.
Thirdly, the lack of sufficient inco-
me has highly affected government
bodies which are meant to protect
the environment. The government
continues to suffer from inade-
quate sources of income and other
resources for conducting environ-
mental impact assessments, setting
up viable projects, workshops and
programmes which would enable
it to acquire substantial control of
the environmental crisis [Mureke-
zi 2004:46].

Finally, the efforts being made by
the government have not recei-
ved positive responses from the
community at the local level in
the Copperbelt province. Muson-
da [2016:16] bemoans that whi-
le there have been protests and

other attempts on the part of the
community to challenge certain
companies and mines which cause
pollution and environmental da-
mage, there have been “divisions
in society which weakens the com-
munity § collective capacity to mo-
bilise against pollution”. Among
other factors, poverty and the fear
of losing employment from the re-
spective companies and mines that
cause pollution and environmental
degradation continue to perpetua-
te the lack of unity in most com-
munities. In his interview with
residents of Kankoyo Township
in Mufulira regarding the com-
munity’s mass-protest initiatives
against companies and mines that
cause pollution, one of Musonda’s
[2016:16] respondents replied:
“you can participate in the pro-
tests, but what happens when the
company sees you? You get fired,
and when you get fired, no salary,
the children suffer...I wouldnt
want to lose my job”. The presence
of environmental legislation and
governmental bodies which are
meant to control pollution and en-
vironmental degradation has met
several challenges such as corrup-
tion and the poor economy.

“you can participate in the
protests, but what happens
when the company sees you?
You get ﬁred, and when
you get fired, NO Salary, the

children suffer...1 woul-
dn’t want to lose my | ob” oni
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Environmental Justice and Ecotheology

The negative impacts of illegal
mining and other human activities
which cause environmental degra-
dation and pollution in the Cop-
perbelt raise many questions. How
can one employ an eco-theological
perspective to respond to the eco-
logical crisis being engineered by
illegal mining in Zambia, espe-
cially in the Copperbelt province?
How is the understanding of the
earth as a unified community and
household of God relevant to the
ecological crisis? Can the idea of
stewardship be used to reaffirm the
need for humanity’s care for the
environment? Such questions con-
cern vital themes within Christian
ecology which espouse not only
justice for the environment but also
the need for humanity’s respect of
nature’s intrinsic value and digni-
ty. Generally, the ecological crisis
can be partly tackled from the per-
spective of environmental justice
and the notion of the earth as our
common home which is rooted in
eco-theology within the Christian
tradition.

Call for Environmental Justice
Ecological or environmental ju-
stice highlights a significant link
between the notion of justice and
the ecosystems. While the term
‘eco-justice’ was coined in the ear-
ly 1970s, the concept of environ-
mental justice emerged in the early
1980s in the United States [Bell
2014:15]. Originally, the latter
was linked to the Environmental
Justice Movement which stressed
the need for equal distribution of
environmental burdens and bene-
fits, and the impartial participation
of all people in the environmen-
tal policy-making processes and
implementation. Both ‘ecological
justice’ and ‘environmental justi-
ce’ concepts continue to be used in
religious and secular spheres. Hu-

man dominance over nature throu-
gh illicit environmental practices
has led to a litany of ecological
problems.

Rather than being a relationship of
equals, the relationship between
nature and human beings is under-
lined by human exploitation and
domination over nature. Thus, one
ought to reaffirm a “fair and ca-
ring treatment of natural systems
and nonhuman creatures” [Gibson
2012:21] since “‘justice as a virtue
needs to be an integral part of a
conception of ecological justice in
terms of responsibility for establi-
shing und sustaining ecological-
ly just institutions” [Glotzbach
2011:19]. As such, the unjust tre-
atment of nature can be considered
intolerable, regardless of the eco-
nomic aspect involved. Ecological
justice entails not only being held
responsible for the damage being
done to the environment but also
taking strenuous measures both
theoretically through the enact-
ment of environmental laws and
policies, and practically, by ensu-
ring that such regulations are ap-
plied both at the higher and lower
level.

According to the First National
People of Colour Environmental
Leadership Summit held in Octo-
ber 1991, “environmental justice
affirms the sacredness of Mother
Earth, ecological unity and the in-
terdependence of all species, and
the right to be free from ecological
destruction” and that “governmen-
tal acts of environmental injustice
[are] a violation of international
law, the Universal Declaration
on Human Rights, and the United
Nations Convention on Genocide”
[Merchant 2005:174-178]. The
affirmed principles of environ-
mental justice critique the shallow
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environmentalism which does not
strongly advocate a healthy eco-
logy. The notion of justice pre-
supposes just relationships since
uneven patterns of domination are
unjust. The environmental impact
of illegal mining in the Copperbelt
shows a disparity in the relation-
ship between nature and human
beings.

Brinkmann [2016:222] quotes
Pope John Paul II who affirmed
that world peace is threatened by
many things including a lack of
respect for nature and the “plun-
dering of natural resources”. The
statement reiterates the need for
respect of nature and its intrinsic
worth which required addressing
the environmental discrimination
happening in the Copperbelt pro-
vince. If both nature and people
are important in themselves, then
there might be a need to establish
a code of ‘ecological rights’ simi-
lar to the codes of human rights
[Rajotte 1992:103]. Although the
issue of nature’s intrinsic wor-
th brings about the question of
whether nonhuman creation has
rights, if all animate and inanima-
te creatures have “intrinsic value
(irrespective of whether humans
recognise that), humans as moral
agents have a duty to protect them,
regardless of whether rights lan-
guage is applicable to such creatu-
res” [Conradie 2011:65]. The po-
sition that all creation has intrinsic
value entails that environmental
discrimination which continues to
be apparent in the negligence and
carelessness of illegal miners call
for an urgent need to foster justice
towards the environment.

There is a need for ecological su-
stainability whereby environmen-
tally fitting and favourable living
and working habits are developed



which enable nonhuman life to
flourish and ecologically appro-
priate technology and means of
using natural resources are utilised.
Boff [1997:8] argues that as hu-
man beings, we treat nature unju-
stly, when we “subjugate nature,
press it into delivering its secrets,
tie it to our service and make it our
slave”. Because sometimes hu-
man beings perceive themselves as
‘above’ other created things, they
reduce “other” created things into
instruments of human progress
and happiness. There is a need
for environmental liberation and
freedom from human oppression
since “the God who liberates and
saves is the same God who created
the universe, and these two divine
ways of acting are intimately and
inseparably connected” [Laudato
Si’ 73]. One ought to confront the
systems that exploit and oppress
the natural world thereby causing
undesirable environmental degra-
dation and pollution.

The emphasis is not on the equal
distribution or sharing of earth’s
resources but on ensuring that na-
ture is granted the ecological digni-
ty it deserves by not being abused,
distorted or degraded. Furthermo-
re, ecological justice requires re-
cognising in “other creatures and
natural systems the claim to be re-
spected and valued and taken into
account in societal arrangemen-
ts” [Gibson 2004:34]. The need to
care for the environment cannot
be considered as ‘doing a favour
to the environment’ since biblical
exegesis shows that the earth and
all it contains belongs to God who
is the sole creator; and that human
beings are part of God’s creation.
One ought to consider the fact that
“our Creator has given us the gift
of creation: the air we breathe, the
water that sustains life, the clima-
te and environment we share-all of
which God created and found “very

good” [Wenski 2012:498]. All
earth’s inhabitants are dependent
on God’s care and sustenance. The
human response to the ecological
crisis is a sign of respect for all of
God’s creation which has intrinsic
ecological dignity independent of
humanity.

Earth as Our Common Ho-
meland

The ecological crisis in the Cop-
perbelt requires actions and re-
sponses that are radical to the pol-
luting, destructive and primitive
human relationship with nature.
Such a disjointed relationship is
partly rooted in the dualistic and
hierarchical dichotomy betwe-
en humanity and the world; with
human beings as subjects and na-
ture as the object. This anthropo-
centric view which places human
beings at the centre of other crea-
ted things means that everything
starts with humans, returns to
them and is at their service. As
Boff [1997:70] puts it, the main
goal is the ‘dominium terrae’, to
conquer and dominate the earth.
This is partly based on the flawed
view that everything exists for hu-
man beings and that “nothing has

otherness and meaning apart from
the human being” [Boff 1997:70].

Human beings feel that they are
outside and above nature. Such an
erroneous view is captured by the
statement of Protagoras of Abde-
ra (c. 485-10 BCE) who affirmed
that ‘the human being is the me-
asure of all things.” This relates
to the attitude toward natural re-
sources and the environment that
“nature does not have an intrinsic
value; it is only valuable in so far
as it can be utilised by humans for
various purposes, for example for
farming, mining and energy or
recreation” [Conradie 2011:20].
Such corrupt, biased and mani-
pulative views call for human re-
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conciliation with nature so as to
enhance the common good of the
planet earth as a whole. Challen-
ging the dualism view of human
beings and nature necessitate li-
ving by shalom which exhibits
peaceable values such as integra-
tion, completeness and a unified
earth whereby everything moves
together in dynamic harmony. For
Moules [2018], shalom proclaims
creation’s destiny, a renewed crea-
tion, and challenges injustice that
causes deformity and destruction
to the earth.

Moules’s view purports the uni-
versal principle that all created
things constitute an immense co-
smos and planetary unified com-
munity which ought to coexist in
harmony and solidarity due to the
interdependence, interconnected-
ness, and the fact that all earth’s
creatures have the same origin
and destiny. This echoes the mes-
sage of Jesus who “preached a go-
spel which was based on justice,
sharing, caring, love, rendering
services, solidarity and living in
harmony with all God's creation”
[Gitau 2000:151]. Christ’s messa-
ge emphasised the values of God’s
kingdom which was based on the
integrity and harmony of the enti-
re cosmos. Since Christians draw
their vision from Christ who is the
centre of creation, “the destruction
of any part of Creation, especial-
ly the extinction of species, defa-
ces the image of Christ which is
etched in creation” [Christiansen
1996:316].

Moreover, caring for the earth re-
quires metaphorically perceiving
the universe as God’s body. The
theological insight which percei-
ves the earth as God’s body calls
for a radical healing of the envi-
ronment in the Copperbelt. Such
a view challenges the unjustified
way in which human beings rela-

te to the environment since “God
suffers when any part of the Ear-
th suffers; God rejoices when any
part of the universe experience
ecstasy and fulfilment” [Wright
1993:87]. Human beings share
the same destiny with all earth’s
creatures, since the common good
of the universe extends to both
human and nonhuman, inanimate
and animate things.

Understanding the common good
and relatedness of the entire uni-
verse and all it contains reaffirms
the need for solidarity and reu-
nion of all members of the earth’s
community. The notion of the ear-
th as a unified community which
stresses the idea that we are all
members of the same household
of God underlines the fact that the
survival of human beings is based
on the existence of the thriving na-
tural world. This element is stron-
gly captured by Laudato Si’ whi-
ch calls for an inclusive dialogue
on the shaping and caring of the
earth: ‘our common home’. In the
encyclical, Pope Francis appeals
to the world to resolve the univer-
sal ecological crisis which requi-
res looking at our common future
which we share with the whole
of creation collectively and mu-
tually. Pope Francis affirms that
although ‘human life is grounded
in three fundamental and closely
intertwined relationships: with
God, with our neighbour and with
the earth itself” it is pitiful that
“these three vital relationships
have been broken, both outwardly
and within us. This rupture is sin”

[Laudato Si’ 66]. There is a need
to repair the disrupted universal
connectedness of human beings
with the whole universe.

The motif of the earth as our com-
mon home which pictures crea-
tion as a vast public household
and community of equals upholds
the inclusiveness and oneness of
all creation rooted in solidari-
ty with single ultimate purpose.
Creating an equal relationship
between human beings and other
species of the earth require that
“all types of stewardship, rela-
tionship, and carrying for the ear-
th are part of our responsibility”
[Berry 1991:58]. Human steward-
ship of the earth is geared towards
the creation of harmony not only
between human beings and cre-
ation, but also between human
beings and God who is the abso-
lute Lord of the whole universe.
Human stewardship should not
be employed to mean humanity’s
separation from the rest of the na-
tural world; that is, human beings
are there to manage or control na-
ture. Being a steward of the earth,
which is God’s body requires that
one become a servant, thereby
setting human beings as part of
creation and participants in God’s
work of creating and recreating.

Understanding stewardship as the
human participation in the divi-
ne creation and recreation helps
us to care for the environment as
our common home. This preven-
ts one from continuing to exploit
and damage the earth based on the
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justification that God has given
human beings the authority to “fil/
the earth and subdue it” [Gene-
sis 1:28 NRSV]. The theology of
stewardship and shalom is against
domination since it suggests an
environmentally sensitive and
harmonious relationship between
human beings and the rest of crea-
tion. This reaffirms Pope Benedict
XVTI’s teaching that the “covenant
between human beings and the
environment should mirror the
creative love of God” [Schaefer
2013:33]. The covenantal aspect
helps one to affirm real sustai-
nability and unity of creation as
a whole rooted in the values of
stewardship and interconnected-
ness.

A genuine Christian ecology chal-
lenges the dualistic and anthropo-
centric view which places human
beings as masters of nonhuman
creatures. This view portrays hu-
man beings as being there to do-
minate and abuse the environment
which might be considered as
mere object, instrument and me-
ans to a human end. By recogni-
sing the intrinsic value and dignity
of nature based on the idea that all
created things are one community
with a common goal and destiny,
human beings can be more caring
and loving of the environment.
Humanity has the responsibili-
ty of protecting the environment
for the sake of its intrinsic worth,
connectedness with nature and for
future generations.



Conclusion

The paper discussed the environ-
mental impacts of illegal mining
activities in the Copperbelt pro-
vince of Zambia and attempted to
offer a response to the crisis from
an eco-theological perspective. By
exploring illegal mining and its
impacts on land in the Copperbelt,
the paper demonstrated that it is a
serious issue which requires urgent
significant response from both go-
vernment and society. Although
there have been responses and at-
tempts have been made by the go-
vernment and society to curb the
problem, such efforts continue to
be inadequate. This inadequacy is
confirmed by the worsening eco-
logical crisis due to environmen-
tal damage and pollution being
caused by illegal mining practices
and many other forms of human
exploitation and disruption of na-
ture through mining, agriculture,
energy and recreation. The final
part of the paper established that
a radical eco-theology challenges
the dualistic, hierarchical and an-
thropocentric view which places
human beings at the centre of all
creation. The notion of environ-
mental justice reaffirms nature’s

intrinsic value which ought to be
respected, thereby challenging the
biased view that human beings are
above the rest of creation.

Moreover, since all human and
nonhuman creation is part of the
unified community housed by the
earth our common home, this cal-
Is for the principles of shalom and
stewardship which reaffirm the in-
terconnectedness of all that exists.
Biblical exegeses done from the
perspective of modern Christian
ecology upholds the oneness of all
creation under the one God who is
the absolute Lord of all creation.
This calls for solidarity, love and
care for all creation. This requires
aradical rejection of the ill-concei-
ved theology which puts human
beings as masters of the universe
and nature as an object merely to
be abused and used in a manner as
human beings see fit. The universe
is one developing reality of whi-
ch we are all part, in which we all
carry out our missions and through
which we all come into existence
and perish. Human beings are truly
connected with plants, animals,
biodiversity, the cosmos, galaxies
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and all creation. The conception of
interconnectedness and the integri-
ty of all creation fight against hu-
manity’s dominance over “other”
created things and thus bring libe-
ration to nature.

Christianity, based on its ecolo-
gical teachings, can be a rich and
appealing instrument for imparting
awareness of the need to care for
the environment. Due to its insi-
stence on the care for all creation,
environmental justice and inter-
connectedness, the Church can be
a true prophetic voice in the pro-
tection of the helpless environ-
ment. [ maintain that people ought
to realise the undeniable relation-
ship between human wellbeing
and that of the environment — the
environment must be safeguarded
and cared for, such that any abuse
towards it ought to be eliminated.
Instead of advocating human do-
mination over nature, one ought to
care for the environment as a good
steward not only due to its intrinsic
value but also because the earth is
our common home — there is a pro-
found connection between nature
and human life.
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