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Class Action Filed Against Anglo 

American for Historic Lead Pollution in 

Kabwe, Zambia 
 
In October 2020, a class action was filed at South Africa’s High Court against Anglo 
American’s South African division. The action relates to human rights and environmental 
issues stemming from historic lead pollution caused by a mine in the city of Kabwe in 
Zambia. 
 
The Class Action  

The class action argues that for nearly 50 years between the 1920s and 1974, Anglo 
American failed to take sufficient measures to prevent lead poisoning in Kabwe. More 
specifically, the action alleges: that Anglo American failed to rectify inadequacies that 
caused substantial emissions of lead into the local environment of Kabwe; that Anglo 
American failed to clean up the contaminated land; and that two thirds of the lead that 
is currently polluting Kabwe is likely to have been deposited before the mining operation 
in Kabwe was transferred to a Zambian state-owned company in 1974. 



 
 

 
The 13 plaintiffs who are leading the class action include children with signs of lead 
poisoning and women who face risks during pregnancy due to their exposure to lead. 
However, the overall class bringing the action is estimated to include over 100,000 
individuals. Thousands of locals, including children, are estimated to have experienced 
severe health conditions. A scientific study of 1,190 people in Kabwe that was published 
in 2019 described the lead exposure as ‘alarming’. Children and pregnant women are 
particularly vulnerable to lead poisoning. These problems are compounded, as Human 
Rights Watch reports, by the limited ability of local health centers and hospitals to treat 
health problems caused by lead pollution. 
 
The class action seeks three key outcomes: (1) compensation for poisoned children, as 
well as for girls and women with lead poisoning who are pregnant or may become 
pregnant in the future; (2) blood lead screening for both children and pregnant women; 
and (3) the clean up of the area to prevent further problems in the future. 
 
Mining groups are increasingly recognising the harmful environmental and social 
impacts that their operations have had. In fact, Anglo American’s Group Human Rights 
Policy indicates that ‘Where we have caused or contributed to adverse human rights 
impacts we will contribute to their remediation as appropriate’. So far in relation to the 
allegations in Kabwe, Anglo American has emphasised that it was only one of a number 
of investors during the relevant period of time and that it was far from being a majority 
owner in the Kabwe mine.  

The Consequences – Recommendations for Business Due 
Diligence 
Although this class action is a long way from being concluded, the grave allegations 
reiterate the importance of businesses carrying out due diligence surrounding historic 
and current business activities, as well as carrying out due diligence in relation to supply 
chains. Both environmental and human rights considerations are critical, with many 
issues having the potential to span both areas, as has occurred in relation to the Anglo 
American class action. Indeed, the serious situation in Kabwe provides a stark example 
of how maintaining a safe and sustainable environment may be important for upholding 
human rights in practice.  
 
While the extractives industry is considered an extremely high-risk sector for corporate 
human rights abuses, environmental and human rights concerns are clearly of much 
broader relevance. For example, in the summer of 2020, following reports of widespread 
labour abuse in Leicester’s garment factories that manufactured products for the 
popular fast fashion brand Boohoo, Boohoo’s share prices and sales fell. 
 
Therefore, whatever your business, the class action against Anglo American makes clear 
that the protection of the environment and human rights must be taken seriously. In this 
respect, the OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct provides 
varied recommendations that help businesses to avoid and address adverse impacts that 
may be associated with their operations, supply chains and other business relationships. 

 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/08/23/we-have-be-worried/impact-lead-contamination-childrens-rights-kabwe-zambia
https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/08/23/we-have-be-worried/impact-lead-contamination-childrens-rights-kabwe-zambia
https://www.angloamerican.com/sustainability/approach-and-policies
https://www.angloamerican.com/sustainability/approach-and-policies
http://mneguidelines.oecd.org/OECD-Due-Diligence-Guidance-for-Responsible-Business-Conduct.pdf


 
 

The OECD also provides helpful guidance on responsible business conduct for specific 
sectors, such as agriculture, extraction, finance, minerals, textiles and garments. With 
the European Commission signalling that European legislative proposals for mandatory 
human rights and environmental due diligence requirements on businesses are being 
considered, businesses may need to take further steps in the future.  

Next Steps  

1. Consider joining our workshop for training on how to develop an environmental 
and human rights due diligence framework 

2. Consider downloading our modern slavery risk due diligence gap analysis 
checklist to benchmark your current performance  

3. Get in touch with us at: hello@ardeainternational.com 

  

About Ardea 
We are a specialist sustainability, business and human 
rights consultancy with expertise in modern slavery. 

 
If you’d like to know more about this report, or other reports we 
create, give us a call on: +44 (0) 1273 491423 or drop us a  
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