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ZAMBIA

BACKGROUND: Independent from the United Kingdom since 1964, Zambia traditionally has been one 
of southern Africa’s most politically stable countries. Edgar Lungu of the Patriotic Front narrowly won a 
special presidential election in 2015 after his predecessor’s death in office and was then elected to a full 
five-year term in 2016. The arrest of opposition leader Hakainde Hichilema on charges of treason in 2017 
reflects a trend of shrinking democracy under Lungu. Zambia has taken on massive and unsustainable 
debt, frequently under opaque terms, to finance infrastructure spending. Zambia is Africa’s second- largest 
producer of copper, and an uptick in world mineral prices would encourage higher output and boost 
export receipts. The incomes of about two-thirds of the population are below the poverty line.

Zambia’s economic freedom score is 50.4, making its economy the 
159th freest in the 2021 Index. Its overall score has decreased by 3.1 

points, primarily because of a decline in fiscal health. Zambia is ranked 
39th among 47 countries in the Sub-Saharan Africa region, and its over-
all score is below the regional and world averages.

Zambia’s economy sank to the bottom of the mostly unfree category 
this year and registered its lowest score since the inception of the Index 
in 1995. The country’s crushing load of external debt has damaged 
economic freedom. In addition to addressing its poor fiscal health, 
reversing course would require the government to reform its weak 
rule-of-law institutions to strengthen its judicial system and the fight 
against corruption.

IMPACT OF COVID-19: As of December 1, 2020, 357 deaths had been 
attributed to the pandemic in Zambia, and the economy was forecast to 
contract by 4.8 percent for the year.

POPULATION: 
17.9 million

GDP (PPP): 
$75.9 billion
1.5% growth in 2019
5-year compound 
annual growth 3.2%
$3,624 per capita

UNEMPLOYMENT: 
11.4%

INFLATION (CPI): 
9.8%

FDI INFLOW: 
$753.2 million

PUBLIC DEBT: 
85.7% of GDP
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Although the property rights law was strengthened in 2016, 
actual protection of property rights and enforcement of con-
tracts are weak. About 70 percent of land is under traditional 
ownership. The process of land acquisition and registration 
is complex and time-consuming. The judicial system is inef-
ficient, poorly resourced, and politically influenced. Despite 
some progress in the past decade, widespread corruption, 
graft, and mismanagement continue to hinder the functioning 
of the government.

The top individual income tax rate is 37.5 percent, and the top 
corporate tax rate is 35 percent. Other taxes include value- 
added and property transfer taxes. The overall tax burden 
equals 16.2 percent of total domestic income. Government 
spending has amounted to 26.8 percent of total output (GDP) 
over the past three years, and budget deficits have averaged 
7.8 percent of GDP. Public debt is equivalent to 85.7 percent 
of GDP.

Business freedom is little changed compared to last year, and 
Zambia lags behind other countries in undertaking reforms. 
The value added per worker relative to the minimum wage 
is very low. The enormous budgetary cost of servicing the 
country’s external debt, which as a percentage of GDP has 
quadrupled since 2012 and is owed mostly to China, has left 
little money available to fund existing subsidies (e.g., for 
electricity) and social welfare programs.

Zambia has two preferential trade agreements in force. The 
trade-weighted average tariff rate is 8.4 percent, and two 
formal nontariff measures are in effect. Other informal bar-
riers further constrain the freedom to trade. The investment 
regime is nontransparent and inefficient, although foreign 
investment is allowed in most sectors. The financial sector is 
dominated by banking. Access to financial services has been 
expanding gradually throughout the country.
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