
Kabwe: Anglo American’s lead poisoning legacy 
(Zambia)
Sector: Mining

Issues: Right to health, right to life

The companies: Anglo-American is a London-based mining company. Its South African subsidiary, 
Anglo American South Africa, operated a lead mine in Kabwe, Northern Zambia, from 1924 to 1974, 
when it transferred the operations to the state-owned body ZCCM.1 The company is facing a class 
action lawsuit in the South African High Court as over 100,000 children and women of childbearing  
age in Kabwe claim to have suffered lead poisoning as a result of pollution allegedly caused by  
the company.2

Affected rights holders: For decades, the Kabwe mine was operated without adequate 
environmental safeguards, leading to lead contamination of the soil. Children in Kabwe are especially at risk 
as they are more likely to ingest and inhale lead dust when playing in the soil, they are still developing and  
can ingest four to five times as much lead as adults.3 Medical studies conducted over the past  
45 years have shown extreme levels of lead in young children which has affected generations with  
lead encephalopathy and fatal lead poisoning.4

Details:
In March 2022, an estimated 140,000 Zambian children and women of childbearing age filed a class 
action against Anglo America South Africa Limited before the South African High Court.5 The class action 
is seeking compensation for children who are especially vulnerable to the effects of lead poisoning, and 
women who have or may become pregnant in the future.6 They are also seeking blood lead screening for 
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children and pregnant women in Kabwe and clean up and remediation of the area in which contaminated 
soil remains a risk.7 

Anglo American denies responsibility, arguing instead that ZCCM, the state-owned body to which the 
mine was transferred in 1974, is responsible for the pollution. This is despite documents showing that 
Anglo American was aware of the lead poisoning and the deaths of eight Kabwe children from suspected 
lead poisoning prior to the transfer.8

In March 2022, Zambia’s President established a technical committee to address extreme levels of lead 
pollution in Kabwe and to propose a plan to address the harms the lead poisoning is causing.9 The UN 
Special Rapporteur on the Environment and the UN Special Rapporteur on Toxics have described Kabwe 
as being treated as a “sacrifice zone” and as one of “the most polluted places on Earth” suffering a 
“severe environmental health crisis”.10 

The High Court permitted a number of UN Special Rapporteurs and Working Groups to intervene in the 
hearing on behalf of the victims – the agencies had noted that the class action was the claimants’ only 
route to access justice.11 They also pointed to Anglo American’s public endorsement of the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and argued that this public endorsement must be a consideration in the court’s 
decision to allow the case to proceed.12

How could a UK Business, Human Rights and Environment Act 
have made a difference? 

In our assessment, a UK Business, Human Rights and Environment Act, would have placed a 
responsibility on the parent company to prevent the widespread impacts of its operations on the local 
communities and ensure that any harm done was addressed. Such measures would likely include a 
clean-up of the environment and providing the requisite screening and healthcare to the impacted 
communities. 

The law would clarify what duties exist between parent companies and their subsidiaries, avoiding 
protracted litigation on preliminary issues of parent-subsidiary liability and allowing claims to proceed 
more quickly into their merits. 

Once the harm suffered by the communities was established in the courts, the burden of proof would 
have been reversed and it would have been the parent company’s responsibility to then disprove its 
negligence.
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