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Introduction

Zambia, a country nestled at the heart of Southern Africa, is known for its vibrant
culture, welcoming people, and dramatic landscapes. From the thundering power of
Victoria Falls to the sprawling wilderness of its national parks teeming with wildlife,
Zambia offers a lifestyle unlike any other, striking a unique balance between
adventure and tranquility, traditional customs and modern aspirations. For expats
seeking new horizons, Zambia presents both alluring opportunities and distinct
challenges—making it essential to be well-prepared, adaptable, and open-minded.

This book, Living in Zambia: A Guide for Expats, has been crafted specifically for those
who are considering making Zambia their home, whether temporarily or for the long
term. It aims to demystify the practicalities of relocating, settling down, and thriving in
a country that is both welcoming and, at times, unpredictable. From unlocking the
bureaucratic puzzles of visas and permits to understanding the nuances of local
etiquette and daily life, each chapter draws on the experiences of those who have
made the journey before.

Life in Zambia is characterized not only by its relatively low cost and strong sense of
community but also by contrasts—modern amenities in the cities paired with the
serenity of rural landscapes, reliable comforts interspersed with periodic power or
water outages, and a strong sense of security balanced by challenges in public health
and infrastructure. For families, professionals, and adventurous souls alike, this guide
provides the keys to navigating these realities, ensuring a transition that is as smooth
as possible.

For most expats, settling in Zambia brings with it the possibility of unique professional
opportunities, especially in sectors like mining, agriculture, and tourism, as well as a
chance to experience a slower, more connected way of life. Yet, alongside abundant
rewards, newcomers must grapple with unfamiliar bureaucracies, variable public
services, and a learning curve when it comes to everything from driving conditions to
social conventions. By breaking down these complexities, this book seeks to be your
definitive companion as you build your new life.

Beyond the practical, Living in Zambia also explores the intangible joys of this
country—the warmth of Zambian hospitality, the deep-rooted respect for tradition and
elders, the lively markets, and the awe-inspiring wildness of Zambia’s protected lands.
Whether you are drawn by the adventure, career prospects, or simply a yearning for a
different experience, you'll discover insights to help you make the most of your
journey.
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Ultimately, living in Zambia is an experience shaped by curiosity, resilience, and a
willingness to embrace both expected and unexpected adventures. This guide is here
to support you each step of the way, from first thoughts of relocation through the
process of making Zambia a true home—rich in meaning, comfort, and discovery.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Zambia: Geography,
History, and Demographics

Zambia, officially known as the Republic of Zambia, is a landlocked country tucked
away in the heart of Southern Africa, bordering eight different nations: the Democratic
Republic of the Congo to the north, Tanzania to the northeast, Malawi to the east,
Mozambique to the southeast, Zimbabwe and Botswana to the south, Namibia to the
southwest, and Angola to the west. This central location gives it a unique position on
the continent, acting as a crossroads of sorts for various cultures and trade routes
throughout history. The nation derives its name from the mighty Zambezi River, which
carves a path through the country and famously plunges over the spectacular Victoria
Falls in the south.

The country's geography is predominantly characterized by a high plateau, generally
ranging from 900 to 1,500 meters (3,000 to 5,000 feet) above sea level. While much of
this plateau is relatively flat or gently undulating, some areas feature hills and
mountains, particularly in the northeast where the Mafinga Hills reach Zambia's
highest point at Mafinga Central, towering 2,339 meters (7,674 feet) above sea level.
This elevated terrain contributes to a more temperate climate than one might expect
for a country in the tropics, making for a generally more pleasant living experience.

Zambia is well-watered, a significant advantage in a continent often plagued by
aridity. The country lies within the watershed of the Congo and Zambezi river systems,
boasting several major rivers including the Kafue and Luangwa, both tributaries of the
Zambezi. Beyond the impressive river networks, Zambia is also home to several large
natural lakes in its northern reaches: Bangweulu, Mweru, and the southern tip of the
vast Lake Tanganyika. These water bodies are crucial for local ecosystems, supporting
an astonishing diversity of wildlife, and offering recreational opportunities.

The climate in Zambia is largely subtropical, marked by three distinct seasons rather
than the typical four. From November to April, the country experiences a hot and rainy
season, characterized by frequent, intense showers followed by bright sunshine. This
is when the vegetation truly thrives, though some roads and rivers can become
impassable. May to August brings a cooler and dry season, often referred to as winter,
where nights can be quite chilly, especially in low-lying areas, with occasional frost.
Finally, the period from August to November is hot and dry, leading up to the return of
the rains, with temperatures gradually building and bushfires not uncommon as the
landscape dries out.

The earliest inhabitants of what is now Zambia were the Khoisan and Batwa peoples,
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hunter-gatherer groups whose ancient rock art can still be found in various sites
across the country. Around 300 AD, a significant shift occurred with the arrival of
Bantu-speaking peoples, who migrated into the region and introduced ironworking and
farming, fundamentally changing the social and economic landscape. Over centuries,
various Bantu kingdoms and empires rose and fell, including the Mutapa Empire,
which influenced areas between the Zambezi and Limpopo rivers from the 14th to the
17th century, engaging in extensive trade with the Swabhili.

European exploration began in the late 18th century, with Portuguese expeditions
traversing the region. However, it was the arrival of Scottish missionary and explorer
David Livingstone in the mid-19th century that brought Zambia to wider European
attention. Livingstone, famous for his anti-slavery efforts and his "discovery" of
Victoria Falls, which the local Lozi people call Mosi-oa-Tunya, meaning "The Smoke
That Thunders," left a lasting impact on the region. His explorations paved the way for
increased European interest, particularly due to Zambia's rich mineral deposits.

Towards the end of the 19th century, the British, primarily through Cecil Rhodes and
his British South Africa Company (BSAC), began to assert control. Treaties were signed
with African tribes, granting the BSAC rights to prospect and mine for minerals,
effectively leading to gradual British colonial rule. The territory was formally
proclaimed a British protectorate in 1924, becoming known as Northern Rhodesia.
During this colonial period, infrastructure like railways and early social services began
to be established, though largely for the benefit of the colonial administration and
mining interests.

The mid-20th century saw growing calls for independence. In 1953, Northern Rhodesia
was merged with Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and Nyasaland (now Malawi) to
form the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, a move that met significant
opposition, particularly in Northern Rhodesia. The federation eventually dissolved in
1963, and in January 1964, Kenneth Kaunda won the elections for Prime Minister of
Northern Rhodesia. On October 24, 1964, Northern Rhodesia gained independence
from the United Kingdom and was renamed Zambia, with Kenneth Kaunda becoming
its first president.

At independence, Zambia faced considerable challenges, including a severe shortage
of educated and qualified personnel to run the newly independent nation. Kaunda’s
United National Independence Party (UNIP) maintained power, and from 1972 to 1991,
Zambia operated as a one-party state under the motto "One Zambia, One Nation."
This period saw significant efforts in nation-building and social development, though
the economy remained heavily reliant on copper mining.

Today, Zambia is a youthful nation with a rapidly growing population, estimated at

approximately 20.7 million in 2023. The median age is notably low, and the population
is projected to almost double in the next 25 years. This demographic trend presents
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both opportunities and challenges, placing additional pressure on job creation,
healthcare, and social services. The population is predominantly urbanized, with about
45% residing in urban areas, primarily concentrated around the capital city of Lusaka
in the south-central region and the Copperbelt Province to the north, which are the
country's core economic hubs.

Zambia’'s population is diverse, comprising approximately 73 ethnic groups, most of
whom are Bantu-speaking. The nine main ethnolinguistic groups—Nyanja-Chewa,
Bemba, Tonga, Tumbuka, Lunda, Luvale, Kaonde, Nkoya, and Lozi—account for almost
90% of Zambians. While distinct ethnic groups often have historical geographic
concentrations, especially in rural areas, Lusaka and the Copperbelt are melting pots
where people from all groups can be found in significant numbers. This rich tapestry of
cultures contributes to the country's vibrant social fabric.

English is the official language of Zambia, making communication relatively
straightforward for many expats. However, numerous local languages are spoken
across the country, with Bemba, Nyanja, and Tonga being among the most widely
used. Understanding and respecting these linguistic and cultural variations is an
important aspect of integrating into Zambian society.

Religiously, Zambia is predominantly Christian, with a significant majority identifying
as Protestant (75.3%) and a substantial Roman Catholic population (20.2%). Other
religions, including Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Baha'i, constitute a smaller
percentage of the population. This strong religious presence often translates into a
society with conservative values, influencing social norms and expectations.

Economically, Zambia is a resource-rich country, with its economy historically driven
by copper mining and agriculture. Tourism is another increasingly important sector,
capitalizing on the country's abundant natural beauty and wildlife. The government is
actively working to diversify the economy and has committed to policy reforms to
enhance regional trade, being a member of both the Common Market for Eastern and
Southern Africa (COMESA) and the Southern African Development Community (SADC).
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