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This project aims to encourage and articulate civil 
society analysis of: progress towards the MDGs; the 
usefulness of the MDG framework for civil society; 
the contribution of civil society to the attainment of 
the MDGs; issues for a post-2015 agenda to consider. 
This report documents the outputs of a two-stage 
process: desk research to review UN, government, 
civil society and other multilateral reports on 
national progress towards achieving the MDGs; 
and a national consultation workshop with civil 
society, which tested the findings of the desk 
research and enabled a deeper discussion on MDG 
progress, utility and post-2015 agenda setting.
This project was undertaken as part of a 
programme with the UN Millennium Campaign 
(UNMC), which supported country-level research 
by civil society organisations in 20 countries. 
The Commonwealth Foundation led this process 
for the following 14 countries: Cameroon, Ghana, 
Grenada, Jamaica, Malawi, New Zealand, Pakistan, 
Samoa, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Trinidad 
and Tobago, Uganda and Zambia. The UNMC led 
in the following six countries: India, Mozambique, 
Nepal, Nigeria, Philippines and The Gambia.

National Report:  
Zambia

A civil society review of progress towards the Millennium 
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Commonwealth Foundation

The Commonwealth Foundation is a development 
organisation with an international remit and reach, 
uniquely situated at the interface between government 
and civil society. We develop the capacity of civil society 
to act together and learn from each other to engage 
with the institutions that shape people’s lives. We 
strive for more effective, responsive and accountable 
governance with civil society participation, which 
contributes to improved development outcomes.

UN Millennium Campaign

The UN Millennium Campaign was established by the 
UN Secretary General in 2002. The Campaign supports 
citizens’ efforts to hold their governments to account for 
the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. 
The Millennium Development Goals were adopted by 
189 world leaders from rich and poor countries, as part 
of the Millennium Declaration which was signed in 
2000. These leaders agreed to achieve the Goals by 2015. 
Our premise is simple: we are the first generation that 
can end poverty and we refuse to miss this opportunity. 
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Project rationale and process

This summary presents perspectives from civil society in Zambia on 
progress made and challenges experienced in relation to the national efforts 
to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and the extent to 
which MDG processes have provided opportunities to enhance participatory 
governance and civil society relations with government. Based on their 
reflections, Zambian civil society organisations (CSOs) made a number of 
recommendations to accelerate progress on the MDGs and improve future 
development frameworks.

The review process included interviews with key informants, secondary 
research and the development of an initial report by the Foundation for 
Democratic Process in the first half of 2012, followed by a national civil society 
consultation, convened in December 2012 by the Zambia Council for Social 
Development and CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation to verify 
and augment the findings and make additional recommendations.

Civil society review of the MDGs in Zambia

CSOs acknowledge that significant progress has been made on Goal 2, and 
to a lesser extent on Goals 3, 4, 5 and 6, but see uneven progress on Goal 8, 
regression on Goal 7 and little progress on the crucial Goal 1. Further, a critique 
to emerge is that the focus to date has been mostly on quantitative targets, 
rather than issues of quality, for example in education, where investments in 
teachers and infrastructure have not kept up with school enrolment.

The review noted that the economy has seen significant changes since the 
previous civil society review in 2005, with high economic growth, relatively 
low inflation and heavy investment by Chinese institutions, particularly in 
mining, although there have been some impacts of the global economic crisis 
on unemployment and civil society has expressed concern about debt levels. 
CSOs also assert that an apparent increase in international political goodwill 
towards Zambia has not brought about a significant change in the lives of  
poor people.

The key concern raised is how to translate national economic growth into 
social progress and a change in the unequal pattern of wealth distribution. 
Many CSOs believe Zambia’s wealth remains in the hands of a small elite 
and, increasingly, foreign investors, without tangible benefits for poor people. 
Unemployment and the lack of decent work, particularly sparse employment 
opportunities for young people, are concerns. Social protection programmes 
and poverty eradication initiatives were seen as inadequate by CSOs.

Executive Summary
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CSOs suggest that the two goals where they have seen strongest progress, 
Goals 2 and 6, share a set of common factors: a supportive policy environment, 
adequate financing, timely disbursement of funds, prudent and effective 
utilisation of funds, and meaningful partnerships between government, civil 
society and donors. On other goals, they believe the absence of these factors 
has prevented progress.

There seems to be a high level of consensus across different actors that the 
MDG framework remains relevant in Zambia and could continue to be so 
after 2015. But CSOs believe the potential of the framework as a tool to hold 
government to account has not been realised. Barriers identified include a  
lack of data and doubts over their accuracy, restrictions in access to 
information, limited CSO capacity to undertake analytical work and the 
reality that civil society participation in government-led initiatives remains 
at the discretion of government. Donor agendas can influence whether CSOs 
are involved, and sometimes at their request CSOs are brought into processes. 
CSOs also point to a lack of co-ordination between different stakeholders,  
and suggest that a new legal framework may be needed to enable better  
co-ordination. 

CSOs feel that there is little public awareness of the MDGs, even among target 
beneficiaries, which contributes to a lack of a demand-driven approach.  
The introduction of decentralisation is, however, perceived to have had 
some success in bringing development closer to people, for example through 
district education boards and increased funding flows to district level 
initiatives, and to have provided some new opportunities for civil society 
engagement.

CSOs believe there would be value in domesticating the MDGs to make them 
more relevant, but consider there is currently a lack of national capacity to do 
this, and that the need to adhere to donor priorities and the linking of much 
donor funding to MDG targets also inhibit this.

In looking towards future goals, CSOs suggest that new frameworks need 
to take more account of prevailing structures of power and apparently 
entrenched patterns of unequal wealth distribution. They also suggest that 
access to information should be expanded, consistent with a rights-based 
approach. Setting better standards for international investors, particularly to 
encourage decent work and technology transfer, also emerged as something 
that could be addressed in new goals.

A number of environment-related issues came out of the consultation that 
could be addressed in future development goals, including deforestation, 
pollution, and displacement of people by mining expansion, land-grabbing 
and loss of farmland. More broadly, CSOs suggested there is a need to make 
better connections with Rio+20 processes and make new development  
goals sustainable.
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Recommendations

Recommendations from CSOs to improve the participation of  
civil society include:

 –  There should be better co-ordination and institutionalisation of civil 
society participation, including a proper structure to feed civil society 
recommendations into policy-making. This may require changes 
in the NGO Act and freedom of information legislation to make the 
environment for civil society more enabling.

 –  CSOs should create a platform to monitor and track the government’s 
performance on the MDGs and future goals. As part of this, there should 
be strong civil society linkages between national and local levels. 

Recommendations from CSOs on a future development framework include:

 –  There should be closer integration between national development plans 
and development goals, not least to help improve social protection 
programmes and address unemployment.

 –  Decentralisation should be fully implemented to ensure better citizen 
participation and more accountable development delivery.

 –  A legal framework is needed to enforce socio-economic and cultural 
rights, including affirmative action on women’s empowerment.
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1. Introduction 

This report presents perspectives from civil society in Zambia on progress 
made and challenges experienced with the MDGs, and the extent to which MDG 
processes have provided opportunities to enhance participatory governance 
and civil society relations with government. The review process included 
interviews with key informants, secondary research and the development of an 
initial report by the Foundation for Democratic Process in the first half of 2012, 
followed by a national civil society consultation, convened in December 2012 
by the Zambia Council for Social Development and CIVICUS: World Alliance for 
Citizen Participation to verify and augment the findings and make additional 
recommendations.

Since signing up to the MDGs the government has introduced a range of 
measures to try to integrate the goals. Examples of such efforts include the 
Interim and Final Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) prepared in 2002 
and 2004 and the Fifth and Sixth National Development Plans prepared in 2005 
and 2010. In addition, since 2003 the government, in partnership with the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), has prepared four reports on the state 
of the MDGs and progress towards the 2015 deadline.

There have been significant changes in the economy since the last civil society 
review was conducted in 2005. The average annual growth rate at the time of 
writing is 6 per cent;1 this is projected to rise to 7.3 per cent in 2013, while inflation 
has been held down to single figures, estimated at around 8.5 per cent in 2013.2 
According to the government’s 2011 MDG progress report, a growth in foreign 
direct investment (FDI), largely by the mining industry, has helped to bring the 
government increased revenues and has enhanced investor confidence in 
Zambia. FDI grew from US$120 million in 2000 to US$1,320 million in 2007, before 
falling back to US$960 million in 2009 as a result of the global economic crisis.3 
The government reports that in 2010, Zambia was considered to be the sixth best 
country in Africa in which to do business. However, a fall in the price of copper 
has led to retrenchments and job losses in mining, challenging efforts to combat 
extreme poverty, especially in urban areas.4 In addition, after Zambia’s previous 
successful completion of the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative, 
there is rising civil society concern about new indebtedness linked to prestige 
infrastructure projects, including those supported by loans from China.

Zambia’s relations with China date back to the immediate post-independence 
period, and Chinese investors have become increasingly prominent players, 
with 44.3 per cent of total investment pledges between 2000 and 2009 made by 
Chinese sources.5 A 2011 report highlighted that around 5 per cent of Zambia’s 
copper output is now produced by Chinese mining companies, and on the 
London Metal Exchange China buys at least 20 per cent of Zambia’s annual 
copper production.6 The report indicates that Chinese investment in Zambia 
had exceeded US$1 billion by the end of 2009 and created about 15,000 jobs. 
Chinese investments have also been a feature in infrastructure projects, with 
projects including the redevelopment of the Tanzania Zambia Railway, building 
and rehabilitation of power plants, and a number of road construction and 

1 Zambia: Millennium 
Development Goals Progress 
Report 2011, Ministry of 
Finance and National 
Planning Monitoring and 
Evaluation Department, 
2011 http://www.
africaneconomicoutlook.
org/en/countries/southern-
africa/zambia/

2 Zambia’, African Economic 
Outlook, http://www.
africaneconomicoutlook.
org/en/countries/southern-
africa/zambia

3 Zambia MDG Progress Report 
2011, op. cit 

4 Zambia MDG Progress Report 
2011, op. cit

5 Lise Rakner, ‘Foreign 
Aid and Democratic 
Consolidation in Zambia’, 
Working Paper No. 2012/16, 
2012

6 Available at http://
nitramconsultants.co.zm/

http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia/
http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia/
http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia/
http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia/
http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia
http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia
http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia
http://www.africaneconomicoutlook.org/en/countries/southern-africa/zambia
http://nitramconsultants.co.zm/
http://nitramconsultants.co.zm/
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7 See, for example, Matt 
Wells, ‘China in Zambia: 
Trouble Down in the 
Mines’, Human Rights 
Watch, 2011, http://www.
hrw.org/news/2011/11/21/
china-zambia-trouble-
down-mines

8 Unemployment, total 
(% of total labour force), 
World Bank, http://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/
SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?page=1  

9 Reproductive Health at a 
Glance: Zambia, World Bank, 
May 2011

10 Unless otherwise stated, 
government assessments, 
targets, indicators and 
quantitative data in Table 
1 are drawn from Zambia 
MDG Progress Report 2011, 
op. cit. Unless otherwise 
stated, the deadline for  
the achievement of  
targets is 2015

11 Zambia Statistics, UNICEF, 
http://www.unicef.org/
infobycountry/zambia_
statistics.html

12 Zambia Statistics, 
World Bank, http://data.
worldbank.org/country/
zambia

13 The poverty gap is the 
mean shortfall from the 
poverty line expressed as a 
percentage of the poverty 
line. This measure reflects 
the depth of poverty as 
well as its incidence. See 
‘Poverty Gap Ratio at $1.25 
a day (PPP) %’, World Bank, 
http://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/SI.POV.GAPS  

rehabilitation works. CSOs have, however, expressed concern about the quality 
of the jobs being created, which are often characterised by low wages, casual 
employment and poor working conditions,7 and about the potential impact of 
China’s human rights record on Zambia’s governance. Public concern  
about working conditions was shown by a rise in the popularity of the current  
president during his 2011 election campaign when he threatened to reject 
Chinese investment 

2.  Civil society perspectives on progress 
towards the MDGs

The key question for contemporary Zambia, fundamental to the achievement 
of development goals, is how to translate economic gains into social progress 
and change unequal distribution of wealth. Many CSOs consulted believe 
Zambia’s wealth remains in the hands of a small elite and, increasingly, foreign 
investors, without trickling down in the form of tangible benefits for poor people. 
Enduring poverty and inequality cut across other attempts to achieve progress 
on the MDGs. Unemployment, underemployment and the lack of decent work 
remain concerns, which the government has acknowledged. While it is noted 
that the revival of the mining industry in recent years has created some new 
jobs, unemployment rates stand at 15.9 per cent on one measure.8 A particular 
concern is the lack of employment opportunities for young people, many of them 
educated and urban, given that 46 per cent of Zambia’s population is under 15 
years of age.9

x
Goals, targets 
and indicators10

Civil society  
assessment of 
progress

Government 
assessment of 
progress

Civil society  
perspectives  
on challenges

Sixty-four per cent of the Zambian 
population are estimated to live 
below the poverty line of US$1.25 
per day.11  The World Bank records 
that the poverty headcount ratio 
at the national poverty line was 
60.5 per cent in 2010, up from 58.4 
per cent in 2004.12  The poverty gap 
ratio 13  however declined from 
62.2 per cent in 1991 to 34 per 
cent in 2006. Extreme poverty is 
significantly higher in rural areas 
at 67 per cent, compared to 20 per 
cent in urban areas.

The government perspective seems 
to be that higher economic growth 
will significantly contribute to 
poverty reduction. According to 
the government, one reason that 
poverty has persisted is because of 
lack of growth in the agricultural 
sector.

Goal 1.  Eradicate extreme poverty 
and hunger:

1a. Halve, between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people whose 
income is less than $1.25 a day 

1b.   Achieve full and productive 
employment and decent work 
for all, including women and 
young people

1c. Halve, between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger

Little progress, 
and unlikely to be 
achieved

On target to 
improve the 
poverty gap ratio, 
but significant 
reforms and 
investments 
needed

This section is  
continued overleaf

Table 1: Civil society assessment of progress towards the MDGs 

http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/11/21/china-zambia-trouble-down-mines
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/11/21/china-zambia-trouble-down-mines
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/11/21/china-zambia-trouble-down-mines
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/11/21/china-zambia-trouble-down-mines
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?page=1
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?page=1
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?page=1
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/zambia_statistics.html
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/zambia_statistics.html
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/zambia_statistics.html
http://data.worldbank.org/country/zambia
http://data.worldbank.org/country/zambia
http://data.worldbank.org/country/zambia
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GAPS
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GAPS
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14 Sixth National Development 
Plan for Zambia, 2011–2015: 
A Civil Society Perspective, 
Civil Society for Poverty 
Reduction (CSPR), 2011

15 Basic education was 
made free in 2002, with 
the government releasing 
grants to schools on 
a quarterly basis. The 
re-entry policy helps girl 
children who become 
pregnant to return to 
school after delivery

16 Statistical Bulletin, Ministry 
of Education, 2009

17  Zambia MDG Progress Report 
2011, op. cit

18 Statistical Bulletin, Ministry 
of Education, 2009

19 Inter-Parliamentary 
Union Women in National 
Parliaments database, 
http://www.ipu.org/
wmn-e/arc/classif311207.
htm

x
Goals, targets 
and indicators

Civil society  
assessment of 
progress

Government 
assessment of 
progress

Civil society  
perspectives  
on challenges

Some CSOs consulted believe that 
social protection programmes 
have been ineffective because 
of inadequate funding, weak 
interventions and narrow 
targeting of affected populations. 
Poverty eradication initiatives 
are, they state, characterised by 
inappropriate policy, misuse of 
funds and lack of political  
will.14 Failure to adequately tackle 
poverty makes other MDGs harder 
to achieve. 

Goal 1.  Eradicate extreme poverty 
and hunger:

1a. Halve, between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people whose 
income is less than $1.25 a day 

1b.   Achieve full and productive 
employment and decent work 
for all, including women and 
young people

1c. Halve, between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger

Little progress, 
and unlikely to be 
achieved

On target to 
improve the 
poverty gap ratio, 
but significant 
reforms and 
investments 
needed

Goal 2.  Achieve universal primary 
education: 

2a. Ensure that, by 2015, children 
everywhere, boys and girls alike, 
will be able to complete a full 
course of primary schooling

Achieved but with 
some reservations

On target for 
primary school 
enrolment rates, 
but acceleration 
required for all

Net enrolment of children in 
primary education increased from 
80 per cent in 1990 to full enrolment 
in 2009, and rates of completion 
of primary education increased 
from 64 per cent in 1990 to 91.7 
per cent in 2009. Key interventions 
have been increased: construction 
of schools, the removal of user 
fees and adoption of the free basic 
education and re-entry policies. 15 
The education target has therefore 
been attained.

However, CSOs raise concerns about 
the quality of education, as school 
expansion has progressed more 
quickly than teacher recruitment, 
making pupil-teacher ratios worse. 
Nationally, in 2009 there were 
approximately 55.2 pupils per 
teacher in primary schools and 
about 24.9 pupils per teacher in 
senior secondary schools. In rural 
provinces the situation is worse: for 
example, in Luapula and Northern 
provinces there are between 60 and 
70 pupils per teacher in primary 
schools. 16  The loss of teachers to  
HIV/AIDS was a further 
contributing factor. 17  Under-
attendance of pupils in rural areas 
needs to be addressed. 

The ratio of girls to boys in primary 
education has improved from 0.90 
in 1990 to 0.96 in 2009, but it has 
worsened in secondary education, 
with the ratio falling from 0.92 in 
1990 to 0.88 in 2009. 18 In terms of 
economic participation, women 
constitute 34 per cent of wage 
employment, with the majority 
concentrated in the informal sector, 
where average earnings are half 
those of the formal sector. 

The proportion of parliamentary 
seats held by women following the 
2011 elections is only 11.5 per cent, 
down from 15.2 per cent after the 
2006 elections. 19

Goal 3. Promote gender equality and 
empower women: 

3a.  Eliminate gender disparity 
in primary and secondary 
education, preferably by 2005, 
and in all levels of education no 
later than 2015

Some progress, 
but unlikely to be 
achieved

On track for the 
ratio of girls to boys 
in education, but 
overall acceleration 
is required in other 
areas. Significant 
reforms and 
investments are 
needed to alter the 
proportion of women 
in parliament.

This section is  
continued opposite

http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/classif311207.htm
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/classif311207.htm
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/classif311207.htm
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20 ‘Zambia: Anti gender 
based violence act passed’, 
South Africa Gender 
Protocol Alliance, http://
www.genderlinks.org.
za/article/zambia-anti-
gender-based-violence-act-
passed-2011-10-07

21 Zambia Statistics, UNICEF, 
(ibid)

22 The World Factbook: Zambia, 
Central Intelligence 
Agency, 2013, https://
www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/za.html

23 Zambia Country Progress 
Report: Monitoring the 
Declaration of Commitment on 
HIV and AIDS and Universal 
Access, Republic of Zambia 
and the National AIDS 
Council, submitted to the 
United Nations General 
Assembly Special Session 
(UNGASS) on HIV and AIDS, 
31 March 2012

x
Goals, targets 
and indicators

Civil society  
assessment of 
progress

Government 
assessment of 
progress

Civil society  
perspectives  
on challenges

Goal 4. Reduce child mortality:

4a. Reduce by two thirds, between 
1990 and 2015, the under-five 
mortality rate

Some progress, 
but unlikely to be 
achieved

Acceleration 
required

Achievements include a reduction 
of  mortality rates in the under fives, 
which have fallen from 183 per 1,000 
live births in 1990 to 111 per 1,000 
in 2010, and in infant mortality 
rates, from 109 deaths per 1,000 live 
births in 1990 to 69 in 2010.21  The 
government has however stated 
that there is minimal likelihood of 
achieving this target by 2015. 

This section is  
continued overleaf

Maternal mortality rates have 
fallen from 550 per 100,000 live 
births in 2000 to 350 per 100,000 in 
2010. This rate of change however 
suggests that Zambia will not 
achieve the target of 185 deaths  
per 100,000 live births by 2015. 

CSOs also report that access to 
healthcare is particularly difficult 
in rural areas, where women often 
have to travel long distances to 
get medical attention. CSOs call 
attention to poor family planning 
services that offer limited access 
to contraception and contribute 
to a high number of unwanted 
pregnancies.

Goal 5. Improve maternal health: 

5a.  Reduce by three quarters the 
maternal mortality ratio

5b. Achieve universal access to 
reproductive health

Some progress, 
but unlikely to be 
achieved

Significant reforms 
and investments are 
needed to improve 
the maternal 
mortality ratio

The national HIV/AIDS prevalence 
rate was 13.5 per cent in 2009, 
achieving the target of keeping 
the rate below 15.6 per cent.22  The 
number of new infections of HIV in 
children has reduced dramatically 
since its peak in 2000; new 
infections in infants dropped from 
27,978 in 2000 to 9,726 in 2011, and 
among children aged one to four 
years old from 5,520 in 2009 to 2,946 
in 2011.23   

Goal 6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and other diseases:

 6a. Have halted by 2015 and begun to 
reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS 

6b.  Achieve, by 2010, universal access 
to treatment for HIV/AIDS for all 
those who need it 

6c. Have halted by 2015 and begun to 
reverse the incidence of malaria 
and other major diseases

Possible to achieve On target, but needs 
acceleration to 
address malaria

According to the government, 
entrenched patriarchal attitudes 
are a major blockage to the 
improvement of gender equality. 
Zambia has not put in place any 
mechanism for achieving the 
Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) target of 30 
per cent or the African Union (AU) 
target of 50 per cent representation 
of women in decision-making. 
A recent positive step was the 
upgrading of the former Gender 
Division into a full Gender Ministry 
in 2012.

CSOs also express concern that 
there are insufficient resources to 
implement the Anti-Gender-Based 
Violence Act, passed in April 2011.20

Goal 3. Promote gender equality and 
empower women: 

3a.  Eliminate gender disparity 
in primary and secondary 
education, preferably by 2005, 
and in all levels of education no 
later than 2015

Some progress, 
but unlikely to be 
achieved

On track for the 
ratio of girls to boys 
in education, but 
overall acceleration 
is required in other 
areas. Significant 
reforms and 
investments are 
needed to alter 
the proportion 
of women in 
parliament.

http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/zambia-anti-gender-based-violence-act-passed-2011-10-07
http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/zambia-anti-gender-based-violence-act-passed-2011-10-07
http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/zambia-anti-gender-based-violence-act-passed-2011-10-07
http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/zambia-anti-gender-based-violence-act-passed-2011-10-07
http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/zambia-anti-gender-based-violence-act-passed-2011-10-07
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/za.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/za.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/za.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/za.html


A civil society review of progress towards the  
Millennium Development Goals in Commonwealth countries

10

x
Goals, targets 
and indicators

Civil society  
assessment of 
progress

Government 
assessment of 
progress

Civil society  
perspectives  
on challenges

Goal 7. Ensure environmental 
sustainability:

7a. Integrate the principles of 
sustainable development 
into country policies and 
programmes and reverse the 
loss of environmental resources 

7b. Reduce biodiversity loss, 
achieving, by 2010, a significant 
reduction in the rate of loss

7c. Halve, by 2015, the proportion 
of the population without 
sustainable access to safe 
drinking water and basic 
sanitation

7d. Achieve, by 2020, a significant 
improvement in the lives of at 
least 100 million slum dwellers

There has been 
regression

Acceleration 
required, but 
significant reforms 
and investments 
are needed to tackle 
the proportion of 
population without 
access to improved 
sanitation facilities

According to the government, 
Zambia is unlikely to meet this 
goal by 2015. For instance, the 
percentage of land covered by 
forests decreased from 66 per cent 
in 1990 to 55.9 per cent in 2007. 

CSOs believe that foreign ompanies 
that have invested in Zambia, such 
as mining companies, particularly 
need to be examined for their 
impact on the environment.

While the proportion of households 
without access to a clean source of 
water fell from 51 per cent in 1990 
to 40 per cent in 2006, this remains 
short  of the target of 25.6 per cent 
by 2015.

Treatment for HIV patients has 
been scaled up, but still only covers 
7 per cent of people living with HIV 
who are eligible for anti-retroviral 
treatment. Malaria and TB rates 
have declined, it is assumed due 
to the abolition of user fees. The 
trends for deaths related to HIV/
AIDS show a decline followed by 
a significant rise, from 55,347 in 
2006 to 38,105 in 2007, but then to 
47,429 in 2008. Between 2007 and 
2008, there was a dip in funding for 
major players in the HIV/AIDS field, 
including to the Kara Counselling 
CSO, which folded, and which had 
been providing services such as 
community and home support 
to affected families and infected 
individuals. 

CSOs express concerns about 
erratic access to drugs and the lack 
of a gender dimension in policies 
on these diseases. CSOs assert that 
Zambia only has around half the 
health personnel that it needs, and 
there are also problems with the 
access of young people to sexual 
health services.

Goal 6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and other diseases:

 6a. Have halted by 2015 and begun to 
reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS 

6b.  Achieve, by 2010, universal access 
to treatment for HIV/AIDS for all 
those who need it 

6c. Have halted by 2015 and begun to 
reverse the incidence of malaria 
and other major diseases

Possible to achieve On target, but needs 
acceleration to 
address malaria
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24 These are bilateral and 
multilateral agreements 
and commitments for 
budgetary support to  
pro-poor programmes 

x
Goals, targets 
and indicators

Civil society  
assessment of 
progress

Government 
assessment of 
progress

Civil society  
perspectives  
on challenges

According to government sources, 
Zambia has made strides towards 
meeting this goal. Areas pointed 
to in this regard include improved 
donor relations, increased foreign 
direct investments and new 
trade agreements. Some notable 
achievements are the adoption 
of the Poverty Reduction Budget 
Support (PRBS) Memorandum 
of Understanding and Direct 
Budget Support (DBS) in 2005 and 
the Joint Assistance Strategy for 
Zambia (JASZ) in 2007.24  Official 
development assistance (ODA), 
as mentioned in the government 
progress report 2011, increased 
from US$754.1 million in 2002 to 
US$918 million in 2009.

CSOs note that this apparent 
increase in international political 
goodwill has not brought about a 
significant change in the lives of 
poor people in Zambia. Concerns 
are expressed about the terms of 
agreements on the sale of mines to 
foreign investors and a rise in public 
external debt. External public debt 
dropped from US$6 billion in 1999 
to US$934 million in 2006, but has 
increased since then to US$1.521 
billion in 2009.

Goal 8. Develop a global partnership 
for development 

8a.  Develop further an open, 
rule-based, predictable, non-
discriminatory trading and 
financial system

8b.  Address the special needs of least 
developed countries

8c.  Address the special needs of 
landlocked developing countries 
and small island developing 
states

8d.  Deal comprehensively with the 
debt problems of developing 
countries

8e.  In cooperation with 
pharmaceutical companies, 
provide access to affordable 
essential drugs in developing 
countries

8f.  In cooperation with the 
private sector, make available 
benefits of new technologies, 
especially information and 
communications

Some aspects are 
possible to achieve, 
others are unlikely

No assessment  
made 

As can be seen from Table 1, government and CSO viewpoints on the likelihood 
of achieving the MDG targets are quite similar. CSOs appear more optimistic 
about progress on Goal 6 than the government, but doubt the government’s 
assessment on progress towards Goal 1. The predominant civil society viewpoint 
is, however, that considerable progress is needed on questions of detail. An 
overall civil society critique to come out of this review is that the government has 
concentrated on quantity and numerical targets, rather than quality, for example 
in education and healthcare.

For a full list of the MDGs, along with the targets and indicators, see:  
http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/host.aspx?Content=indicators/officiallist.htm

http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/host.aspx?Content=indicators/officiallist.htm
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25  For more on this, see 
Civil Society Profile: Zambia, 
CIVICUS State of Civil 
Society 2011 
http://socs.civicus.org/ 
CountryCivilSociety 
Profiles/Zambia.pdf

3.  Usefulness and challenges of the MDG 
framework to civil society

From its inception, there has been a high level of consensus regarding the 
relevance of the MDG framework to the development and governance processes 
of Zambia. Government, donors and some sections of civil society have 
repeatedly acknowledged and referred to the MDGs. For instance, the current 
national development plan, the Sixth National Development Plan (SNDP) 
2010–2015, is aligned to the MDG timeline of 2015. Donor programming processes 
have used the MDG framework as the basis of their interventions in Zambia, 
while many in civil society now justify the relevance and contribution of their 
interventions by reference to the attainment of the MDGs.

CSOs consulted affirmed that in principle it is useful to have a framework of goals 
and targets to hold the government to account, but they have not effectively been 
used in this way. While the MDGs provide an opportunity to seek information and 
ask questions of the government, the barriers include a lack of data, including 
a lack of baseline data against which trends can be analysed, and a lack of CSO 
capacity to undertake such analytical work and effectively shadow government. 
In addition CSOs question the accuracy of government data, for example, data 
from the recent 2010 Census of Population and Housing. Nor is there agreement 
on how to assess impact and quality. This makes assessing government reports 
and progress a challenge. A further difficulty is in access to information, even for 
those CSOs that are involved in official processes.25

CSOs consider that some political space has been opened up by policy reform in 
areas such as forestry, climate change, water and mining. New donor investment 
in forests and the environment has also created fresh opportunities for CSO 
mobilisation. There seem to be changing expectations that communities should 
be involved in the management of their natural resources.

Decentralisation is a new factor that has thrown up fresh opportunities to 
address the MDGs, and is perceived to have had some success in bringing 
development closer to people, with, for example, the formation of district 
education boards, the restructuring of some ministries to adapt to decentralised 
structures, increased funding flows to district level initiatives and the publication 
of information on the disbursement of funds to councils. After a protracted 
process and several false starts, the Cabinet approved a Decentralisation 
Implementation Plan in December 2010. The plan recognises that democracy 
can be enhanced by promoting accountability, community participation, 
transparency and responsiveness to citizens, which also generates better cost-
effectiveness and improved delivery of services. There are already some civil 
society initiatives to mobilise communities in budget tracking at local level, 
eg from the Zambia Council for Social Development (ZCSD) and the Zambia 
National Coalition on Education (ZANEC), and there would seem to be  
potential to do more.

http://socs.civicus.org/CountryCivilSocietyProfiles/Zambia.pdf
http://socs.civicus.org/CountryCivilSocietyProfiles/Zambia.pdf
http://socs.civicus.org/CountryCivilSocietyProfiles/Zambia.pdf
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However, in practice with decentralisation, CSOs report that there are control 
issues with national government, information gaps and low levels of citizen 
participation.26 Greater civil society involvement would seem to be a major factor 
in aiding community mobilisation and ensuring the success of decentralisation.

CSOs consulted note that civil society participation in government-led MDG 
initiatives is at the discretion of government, which can decide whether or not to 
involve CSOs, and which CSOs to involve. Donor agendas can influence whether 
CSOs are included, and sometimes it is only at the insistence of donors that CSOs 
are brought into government-led processes.

Duplication of efforts by different stakeholders, for example, in education, and 
instances of working in isolation have also emerged as issues. CSOs suggest that 
there may be a need for a new legal framework that enables better co-ordination. 

It is believed that there is little awareness of the MDGs, even among target 
beneficiaries. CSOs report that they encounter many people in rural 
communities who are unaware of their rights. This contributes to a lack of a 
demand-driven approach.

4.  Contribution of CSOs to the MDGs  
and their delivery

CSOs consulted report that civil society is playing the following roles relating  
to the MDGs:

 – Planning and policy development:

 – Engaging in policy formulation with government and donors

 – Providing alternatives on policy proposals on MDGs

 – Participating in the Governance Sector Advisory Group (GSAG)27

 – Participating in the constitution-making process28

 –  Providing a strong and proven partnership between government and civil 
society on sexual and reproductive health 

 – Implementation and delivery:

 – Engaging in activity implementation

 –  Is actively involved in the decentralisation process through advocacy and 
capacity building

 – Monitoring of the MDGs:

 – Continuing to undertake monitoring and tracking of MDG programmes

 – Mobilising communities in budget tracking

In a new trend, some CSOs are now reported to be increasing the focus of their 
lobbying on international partners.

26 Of the 33 countries 
assessed in CIVICUS’s Civil 
Society Index, 2008–2011, 
Zambia was found to have 
the highest rates of citizen 
participation, but there was 
concern that these were 
in decline from their early 
1990s peak. See ‘The Status 
of Civil Society in Zambia: 
Challenges and Future 
Prospects’, CIVICUS Civil 
Society Index Analytical 
Report for Zambia, CIVICUS 
and Zambia Council for 
Social Development, 
2011, http://www.civicus.
org/images/stories/csi/
csi_phase2/zambia%20
final%20acr.pdf

27 Sector advisory groups 
are platforms created 
by government for 
stakeholders, such as CSOs, 
co-operating partners, 
government officials 
and political parties to 
participate in reviewing 
performance in areas such 
as education, health and 
social protection

28 Zambia is in the process 
of revising its constitution 
and CSOs are playing a key 
role in sensitising citizens 
on the need to participate 
in constitution-making 
processes

http://www.civicus.org/images/stories/csi/csi_phase2/zambia%20final%20acr.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/images/stories/csi/csi_phase2/zambia%20final%20acr.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/images/stories/csi/csi_phase2/zambia%20final%20acr.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/images/stories/csi/csi_phase2/zambia%20final%20acr.pdf
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There seems to have been a recent upsurge of civil society activity in relation to 
the neglected Goal 7, reflecting renewed interest in environmental issues and 
greater awareness of the impacts of climate change and the mining industry. For 
example, CSOs successfully lobbied for the inclusion of environmental issues in 
the Sixth National Development Plan after these had not been included in the 
draft. CSOs such as the Zambia Alliance for Women are combining Goals 3 and 
7 by working on sustainable and environmentally friendly agriculture projects 
with the aim of increasing women’s access to agricultural resources. The Zambia 
Climate Change Network is organising community dialogues on the post 2015 
agenda for Goal 7. 

Civil society also reports that it has influenced policies on issues related to the 
global campaign on debt, where they believe their advocacy was a contributing 
factor in the cancellation of debt, and HIV/AIDS. A number of CSOs working 
on HIV/AIDS have also contributed towards awareness raising and also to the 
provision of counselling, testing and antiretroviral treatment. 

One area where there is considered to be a long history of co-operation between 
the government and civil society is sexual and reproductive health. CSOs 
consulted report that the involvement of civil society in this partnership has 
brought about a significant increase in contraceptive availability. There is also 
some co-operation between CSOs and the private sector at community level, eg 
in healthcare and education provision, and on HIV/AIDS in the workplace.

In the health sphere, CSOs such as the Planned Parenthood Association have 
collaborated with the government and have also delivered complementary 
services to strengthen health systems, focusing particularly on vulnerable 
adolescent girls and women. Through initiatives such as training community 
volunteers to offer sexual health information and selected family planning 
services, they have increased the levels of services to women.

5.  In focus: civil society coalitions  
on the MDGs

There are a number of thematic civil society networks in Zambia. Among issues 
on which civil society coalitions have formed related to the MDGs are poverty 
(Civil Society for Poverty Reduction (CSPR)) and education (Zambia National 
Coalition on Education (ZANEC)). While focusing on different goals, these two 
civil society networks share common experiences. ZANEC, a national network 
comprising over 50 CSOs, was established in 2001 with the aim of co-ordinating 
the national efforts of education-based non-state actors in the education 
sector. Its core objectives are to promote access and participation, equity and 
quality education for all. The coalition has three main areas of focus: providing 
education services (to complement government services), building the capacities 
of coalition members in delivering these services, and monitoring and tracking 
the performance of duty bearers in education.  
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Established in 2000, CSPR is a civil society network consisting of over 70 member 
organisations that are primarily concerned with reducing poverty in Zambia. 
Its overall objective is to ensure that civil society effectively and meaningfully 
engages in the design, formulation, implementation and monitoring of policies 
and programmes on poverty reduction in Zambia.   

The following are the common features, for potential replication in other 
spheres, of these networks in relation to multi-stakeholder engagement and the 
MDGs:

 –  They are institutionally designed as networks or coalitions – for both, the 
causes of poverty reduction and quality education are being pursued through 
networking at local, national and international levels

 –  Both networks have pursued their missions by engaging in policy dialogue, 
monitoring and analysis

 –  Both networks have worked closely with the government, particular 
ministries and departments, and donors in pursuit of their objectives

 –  Both networks participate in the formal processes of policy formulation and 
implementation – sectoral advisory groups (SAGs), district development co-
ordinating committees (DDCCs) and provincial development co-ordinating 
committees (PDCCs)29

 –  Both networks base their work on evidence building, for example, the 
research and development of position papers which are used as tools of 
engagement with government and donors

 –  Both networks have established contact points and groups in areas of Zambia 
away from the capital for the purpose of monitoring and evaluating policy 
performance on their areas of focus

6. Lessons learned and recommendations

It is clear that Zambia will fall short of its MDG targets in 2015, probably meeting 
only two out of eight goals, on education and combating HIV/AIDS, malaria, TB 
and other preventable diseases. From analysis, it seems apparent that progress 
in these two fields has been as a result of factors that include a supportive 
policy environment, adequate financing and timely disbursement of funds, 
prudent and effective utilisation of funds, and meaningful partnerships between 
government, civil society and donors. For other goals, the absence of these 
factors has prevented progress. However, failure to meet these goals by 2015 
should not mean that they are abandoned. The progress that has been made so 
far should serve as a stepping-stone for future efforts.

Based on the consultations undertaken with CSOs, the following 
recommendations aim to step up progress in the last few years remaining 
 before the MDG target date of 2015:

Recommendations for government:

 –   Ensure that the implementation of the Sixth National Development Plan 

29 The DDCCs, PDCCs and 
SAGs are platforms 
at district, provincial 
and national levels, 
respectively, where 
development is discussed. 
All district and provincial 
government departments 
present their development 
plans and report on 
their performance. CSOs 
elect representatives 
to participate in these 
platforms
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2010–2015 continues to be closely tied to the realisation of the MDGs by 2015. 
This was not the case with the Fifth National Development Plan (FNDP), 
where the gap with the MDGs was wide.

 –  Ensure that the policy on decentralisation and its accompanying plan, the 
Decentralisation Implementation Plan, are properly operationalised in order 
to bring authorities and resources closer to the people and to ensure better 
citizen participation and more accountable development delivery.

 –  Provide a legal framework, including constitutional provisions, aimed 
at enforcing socio-economic and cultural rights and affirmative action 
on women’s empowerment, given slow progress on Goal 3. The ongoing 
constitutional review process provides a timely opportunity to legislate  
for this.

Recommendations for civil society:

 –  Continue to undertake monitoring and tracking exercises of programmes 
related to the MDGs.

 –  Continue to engage in the implementation of activities and provide services 
focused on enhancing Zambia’s progress towards achieving the MDGs  
by 2015.

 –  Create a platform or coalition to monitor and track the government’s 
performance on programmes related to the MDGs, and an MDG barometer  
as part of this.

 –  Further push for the implementation of existing government development 
plans.

 –  Engage in policy formulation dialogue with the government and donors and 
provide alternatives for policy proposals related to the MDGs.

Recommendations for donors:

 –  Continue to provide the required resources for the implementation of 
programmes focused on achieving the MDGs by 2015.

 –  Support the government on the formulation and implementation of policies 
that contribute to the achievement of the MDGs by 2015.

 –  Monitor the government’s use of resources allocated to programmes focused 
on achieving the MDGs by 2015, and follow-up on any abuses.

 – Finance and support civil society processes.

The following are some of the ways suggested by this review through which the 
capacities of civil society could be enhanced for better delivery of the MDGs:

 –  Build the capacities and knowledge levels of civil society on policy 
formulation and analysis. It is important for CSOs to understand clearly and 
fully the various aspects, actors and relationships in the entire process of 
policy formulation, encompassing policy development, advocacy, planning, 
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30 Civil society concerns 
about the NGO Act include 
that it compels all NGOs 
to register, and gives the 
government broad powers 
to reject registration, 
and that it gives the 
government the power to 
direct and harmonise NGO 
activities. See ‘CIVICUS 
urges Zambia to guarantee 
an enabling environment 
for civil Society’, CIVICUS: 
World Alliance for Citizen 
Participation, 8 February 
2013, https://civicus.org/
news-and-resources-
127/1327-civicus-urges-
zambia-to-guarantee-an-
enabling-environment-for-
civil-society

  implementation, monitoring and evaluation. This is important in order to 
establish whether a particular policy option is linked to the achievement  
of the MDGs.

 –  Identify more innovative ways of lobbying and advocating for  
pro-MDG policies and programmes.

 –  Enable participation in the processes of policy formulation, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. It is important for civil society to engage with the 
various actors who are influential for the attainment of the desired outcomes 
of a particular policy. In this manner, civil society can provide better oversight 
of activities aimed at meeting the MDGs in Zambia.

 –  Increase civil society’s role in the provision of goods and services that are 
key to meeting the MDGs in Zambia, including in the areas of education, 
economic empowerment, health and skills building, in ways that 
complement government initiatives.

 –  Support strong civil society networks and linkages between the national, 
provincial and district levels for the purpose of implementing activities, as 
well as monitoring policy performance, given the continuing centralisation 
of development policy in Zambia, notwithstanding recent decentralisation 
moves. This should include fostering affiliations between community-level 
CSOs and national networks, which can then escalate local issues to the 
national level. In turn, national networks should partner with community-
based civil society structures such as parent/teacher associations and 
health neighbourhood committees, so that they can monitor and track the 
implementation of policies on the ground. 

Efforts to address the need for improved co-ordination should entail the 
institutionalisation of civil society participation, including the development of a 
proper structure for civil society recommendations to feed into policy-making. 
This may require changes in the 2009 NGO Act to make it more enabling for civil 
society.30

Such moves should be made not just for the purpose of more efficient  
co-ordination. They should have the intention of placing stakeholder 
participation at the heart of any post-2015 structure, encouraging participation 
at community level and spreading ownership.

Domesticating the MDGs to make them more locally relevant is also recognised 
as a valuable step, but CSOs believe there is a need to address the lack of national 
capacity to do this, including in government. It would also be necessary to 
address the donor conditionalities which they feel has until now limited the 
potential for domestication.

https://civicus.org/news-and-resources-127/1327-civicus-urges-zambia-to-guarantee-an-enabling-environment-for-civil-society
https://civicus.org/news-and-resources-127/1327-civicus-urges-zambia-to-guarantee-an-enabling-environment-for-civil-society
https://civicus.org/news-and-resources-127/1327-civicus-urges-zambia-to-guarantee-an-enabling-environment-for-civil-society
https://civicus.org/news-and-resources-127/1327-civicus-urges-zambia-to-guarantee-an-enabling-environment-for-civil-society
https://civicus.org/news-and-resources-127/1327-civicus-urges-zambia-to-guarantee-an-enabling-environment-for-civil-society
https://civicus.org/news-and-resources-127/1327-civicus-urges-zambia-to-guarantee-an-enabling-environment-for-civil-society
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7. Post-2015 development framework

In the opinion of CSOs consulted, the MDG framework will remain relevant as a 
tool to guide development for countries such as Zambia. This is because, on the 
basis of its principles, the framework can:

 –  Help maintain the focus of various actors, including government, civil society, 
donors and the public on the imperatives of making progress in development

 –  Guide development efforts to take a holistic and human rights-based 
approach

 – Act as a point of reference and benchmark for development attainments

 –  Provide a platform for engagement on development at local, national, 
regional and international levels

Any new framework should continue to play these functions. Based on the 
perspectives outlined above, it is suggested that actors in the post-2015 
development framework take the following positions:

 –  Government and partners should seek effective ways of integrating and 
mainstreaming MDG principles in national and community development 
planning structures and processes

 –  Donors should continue to use the MDG framework as a point of engagement 
with the national government and civil society

It is suggested that future goals need to take more account of the prevailing 
structures of power and apparently entrenched patterns of unequal distribution 
of wealth. They also need to take a rights-based approach. As part of this, access 
to information needs to be made a priority. Any targets set should be periodically 
reviewed.

The framework should also set new standards for international investors to 
encourage decent work and technology transfer.

A range of emerging environment-related issues came out of this consultation 
process that could be addressed as part of future development goals, including 
deforestation, high levels of pollution, displacement of people caused by mining 
expansion, land-grabbing and the corresponding loss of farmland. More broadly, 
opinion among CSOs consulted was to make better connections with the Rio+20 
processes and emphasise that any new development goals must be sustainable.
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8. Conclusion 

Zambia is not immune to the economic and political currents that are 
reconfiguring the continent and the world. Young people in Zambia yearn 
for decent jobs and justice. It is for this reason that Zambia’s leaders need to 
accommodate the country’s ever-changing demography and human geography 
in their development initiatives. Drawing up and implementing a master plan 
of action for a strong push towards achieving the MDG targets on education, 
poverty, job creation and reducing inequalities is one way to respond to this 
and to provide hope. There must be no room for complacency. Progress can be 
accelerated and targets need not just to be met, but to be surpassed.

There remains a need to identify and develop more innovative ways of increasing 
the pace of progress towards these goals after 2015; to open more dialogue 
among donors, the government and civil society on the best practices for 
achieving development; and to stimulate further dialogue at international level 
on the best ways in which a development goals agenda can be implemented by 
multiple stakeholders after 2015.
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