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Introduction 

The gazetting of Statutory Instrument(SI) 91 of 2026, the Civil Protection (Declaration of State of 

Disaster: Emergency Riverine Ecosystems Rehabilitation) Notice, 2026, is intended to unlock 

emergency powers to address catastrophic siltation, channel collapse and ecological ruin of 17 

rivers in Zimbabwe caused by years of illegal alluvial mining. The affected rivers had already been 

identified by the Environmental Management Agency (EMA) as requiring urgent rehabilitation. 

However, while the stated objective is environmental restoration, the notice creates legal 

exemptions for contracted companies from important environmental and mining laws, raising 

critical questions about accountability and oversight. More so, the legal decree comes at a time 

when state authorities, who should be enforcing the law and protecting these vital resources, are 

active participants in driving a breakdown of environmental governance. 

Degeneration of Mutare River Deepens 

Mutare River has degenerated into total lawlessness despite ongoing efforts by government to 

transition to the new emergency rehabilitation framework. About 5,000 illegal miners continue to 

pan for gold along the river, concentrating heavily in highly degraded sections left behind by 

Chinese mining outfits and local mining syndicates such as Primascopic. One section of the river 

adjacent to Penhalonga Township has now become a hub for illegal digging, crime, corruption, 

and death. Hundreds of pits have been dug directly into the unstable mountains of debris left by 

Primascopic, and makeshift tents have been erected within the riverbed. The area is constantly 

threatened by severe ground collapses. While the deaths of illegal miners are a frequent occurrence, 

nobody appears to care.  

 

 Mutare River Section Opposite Penhalonga, 2024: Overburden heaps left unrehabilitated by 

Primascopic after the ban on riverbed mining. 
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Mutare River Section Opposite Penhalonga Township, 2026: Now transformed into the current hotspot 

of illegal artisanal gold mining. 

Some members of the Provincial Joint Operation Command (JOC), responsible for protecting the 

river from illegal mining, are instead actively conspiring with these illicit mining syndicates. One 

Zimbabwe National Army(ZNA) Captain has been fingered as one of the main kingpins overseeing 

the collection of high-value gold ore from the panners. According to illegal miners interviewed, a 

boom gate near the river, popularly known as the tollgate, has been converted into a primary 

collection point by these state security officers. They claimed that they pay them around 300 bags 

of high-grade ore, or its cash equivalent, each day. Furthermore, the periodic raids carried out by 

security forces are reportedly staged to pressure panners into paying higher bribes. They also 

pointed out that some of these very officers operate unregistered hammer mills dotted around 

Penhalonga, hence their desire to obtain illicitly extracted ore from the riverbed. They further 

claimed that the political patronage system is also used to deter the police from raiding the area, 

as many governing party elements are reported to have secured mining pits in the river. The river 

has been so severely degraded that the upcoming rehabilitation programme may fail to restore it 

fully, or it may require millions of dollars to do so.   

Minister of Mines Dr Eng Polite Kambamura recently announced that the government is 

intensifying efforts to curb gold leakages to boost production and ensure that all gold reaches 

formal markets. However, the Minister's words do not reflect the reality on the ground in 

Penhalonga, where mining activities remain glaringly porous and lawless. A minimum of 7 kg of 
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gold is being lost weekly from Redwing Mine and Mutare River through more than 1,000 

unregistered gold processing plants that have sprouted across the surrounding communities. 

Consequently, Penhalonga is losing an estimated US$27.49 million per month, or approximately 

US$329.88 million annually, to illicit gold trading. Click here to read article 

The massive influx of panners has devastated community infrastructure in Penhalonga. Roads have 

become severely dilapidated, and hundreds of cabins have mushroomed amid mountains of 

uncollected litter. These conditions have driven worsening social vices such as prostitution, 

violence, and the rapid spread of sexually transmitted infections. These settlements also lack basic 

sanitation facilities and running water, contributing to an increase in waterborne diseases. Because 

there is insignificant revenue accruing to the local authority from the mining plunder, the 

community has been left to bear the social and environmental costs of unregulated mining. 

Shifting Statutory Instruments and Sustained Civic Advocacy. 

Since the onset of riverbed mining in 2010, the Centre for Research and Development (CRD) has 

been a strong advocate for banning the practice in Manicaland Province. Click here to read the 

article. Through monitoring and documentation reports shared with policymakers, and sustained 

engagement with responsible government authorities, CRD successfully pressured the government 

to ban DTZ-Ozgeo's alluvial mining operations in the Mutare River in 2014. The ban was backed 

by Statutory Instrument (SI) 92 of 2014, which expressly prohibited alluvial mining on the bed, 

banks, or course of any river or stream. However, after the ban was enforced, the government made 

no effort to rehabilitate the affected rivers that had been devastated by both artisanal and 

mechanised mining.  

In 2018, the new government administration lifted the ban through SI 258 of 2018, which removed 

the prohibitive provisions against riverbed mining contained in sections 2 and 3 of SI 92 of 2014. 

These amendments triggered an influx of politically linked mining syndicates, Chinese operators, 

and Belarusian miners who flooded the Mutare, Odzi, and Haroni rivers in Manicaland to extract 

gold without being subjected to open tenders. Many operated under opaque licensing 

arrangements, while others lacked approved Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs). The 

proceeds from the extracted gold remained unaccounted for amid worst mining practices. These 

operations diverted rivers, destroyed riverine ecosystems, protected biosphere areas and national 

parks, threatened nearby housing structures, and heightened the risk of severe flooding that could 

wipe out communities settled along riverbanks. Farming communities downstream suffered from 

the loss of clean water due to heavy sludge deposits and hazardous cyanide and mercury 

contamination. Significant numbers of livestock have also been lost after consuming contaminated 

water. 

CRD-led advocacy prompted a Parliamentary Portfolio Committee visit to Premier Farming 

Estates in 2020 to investigate the devastating impacts of riverbed mining by Chinese miners 

contracted by ZimGold. The government eventually responded by banning riverbed mining and 

mining in national parks in 2020, only to gazette SI 104 of 2021 shortly afterwards. This instrument 

gave the Minister of Environment discretionary powers to permit alluvial mining in rivers under 

what the SI described as "exceptional circumstances". Mining cartels, aided by the political 

https://www.crdzim.org.zw/updated%20article/Is%20the%20Government%20shielding%20criminal%20mining%20syndicates%20from%20accountability%20in%20Penhalonga.pdf
https://www.crdzim.org.zw/Socio-economic%20and%20environmental%20impacts%20of%20Gold%20Mining%20in%20Penhalonga.pdf
https://www.crdzim.org.zw/Socio-economic%20and%20environmental%20impacts%20of%20Gold%20Mining%20in%20Penhalonga.pdf


5 
 

patronage system, weaponised these gaps to deepen environmental destruction with impunity. 

Numerous riverine communities in the province, including Rusitu, Muchadziya, Hlabiso, 

Kurwaisimba, Penhalonga, Odzi, and Premier Estates, have been devastated. 

Increased evidence-driven advocacy by CRD, alongside community mobilisation and 

accompaniment meetings with regulatory authorities and state security, saw the Zimbabwe 

Republic Police (ZRP) respond with operations dubbed “No to Illegal Gold Mining”. Through 

community mobilisation, residents of Penhalonga took legal action to defend their environment, 

leading to a landmark High Court ruling in their favour in 2024 that prohibited these mining cartels 

from mining in Mutare River. The pressure exerted on the government eventually forced it to issue 

SI 188 of 2024, which legally banned riverbed mining. Click here to read article  

 After the ban, CRD mobilised the Penhalonga community to sign a petition demanding that the 

government hold former mining syndicates accountable for rehabilitation to avoid further 

destruction of the rivers by artisanal miners. Click here to read article  The government protected 

these mining syndicates by failing to hold them to account. Some of their machinery that had been 

confiscated by police began disappearing from the police station. What followed was a massive 

reinvasion of the affected rivers by artisanal miners, with catastrophic implications for the water 

bodies and host communities. Click here to read article   Click  here to view video 

In Penhalonga, over 1,000 illegal miners besieged the Rezende section of the Mutare River, 

popularly known as the Island, to pan for gold. The section had been left open by a Chinese mining 

syndicate. Although armed with a High Court ruling, it took the community a three-month battle 

to force the authorities to remove the illegal miners. The miners were backed by Betterbrands, who 

had claimed ownership of the section, the political patronage system, and soldiers who had reneged 

on their mandate to protect the river. Through CRD accompaniment support, the community 

pressured EMA to issue a stop order on the illegal mining activities, leading to a massive operation 

by the ZRP on 10 July 2025 to enforce the ban. The influx had completely devastated the 

community. Interviews conducted by CRD and expert consultations indicate that approximately 

18 kilograms of gold worth an estimated US$1.925 million were lost to illegal mining operations. 

Ever since the ban, the community has engaged police officers who have been fighting running 

battles with Betterbrands-led mining syndicates attempting to continue mining operations. EMA 

announced that Betterbrands had been awarded a contract to rehabilitate the area, but the 

community challenged the legality of the contract, with SI 188 of 2024 in place, resulting in 

Betterbrands being stopped on several occasions.Click to view article 

Three months ago, the community woke to the sound of bulldozers excavating at the Island and 

other well-known gold-bearing sections of the Mutare River. Officials from a company called 

Prevail claimed, without providing any documentation, reportedly claimed they held a sole 

national mandate to rehabilitate degraded rivers. Shockingly, Prevail was only targeting these areas 

with suspected high-grade ore deposits and taking the heaps of ore away to an unknown destination 

for processing. 

The CRD accompanied PLRAC in submitting a letter to the Minister of State for Manicaland, the 

President’s Office, and all regulatory authorities, raising concerns over the new plunder. It took 

https://www.crdzim.org.zw/s2/Joint%20Press%20Statement%20by%20Mutare%20Civil%20Society%20Organisations%20on%20government%20ban%20on%20riverbed%20mining.pdf
https://x.com/crdzimbabwe/status/1865035192420724778
https://www.crdzim.org.zw/updated%20article/Email.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XH38mYszTqA
https://www.crdzim.org.zw/s2/penhalonga%20report.html
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Tafadzwa Muguti, the Permanent Secretary for Presidential Affairs and Devolution, to respond. 

He ordered the cancellation of approvals granted to Presidential Advisor Paul Tungwarara's 

company for river rehabilitation projects, specifically citing illegal gold mining concerns. The 

operations exposed how the patronage system is competing to access the rivers, not in the interest 

of rehabilitation and securing minerals for the nation, but for personal enrichment. While the 

community of PLRA has managed to secure the Rezende section of the Mutare River to protect 

their environment, other sections of the river have not been spared. These areas, as has already 

been highlighted above, are hives of artisanal panning backed by the political patronage system 

and corrupt state security functionaries. This practice is also rampant in Odzi and Chimanimani. 

Enforcement of the ban has not been effective as a result of this collusion. 

How sincere is Government about River Rehabilitation under the new SI 91 of 2026? 

For the past eight years, the executive arm of government has tampered with legal instruments 

governing river ecosystems to allow exclusionary riverbed mining practices by politically 

connected syndicates. The cost of manipulating the law has been the destruction of riverine 

ecosystems and community livelihoods. The declaration of the state of emergency is intended to 

address a disaster that the government has deliberately authored. Against this background of 

mistrust, public interest in understanding the provisions of the new SI and demanding active 

participation in the rehabilitation programme is critical for riverine communities to defend their 

rights. 

First and foremost, section 5(1) of the SI overrides provisions of the EMA Act [Chapter 20:27], 

the Mines and Minerals Act [Chapter 21:05], and section 3 of SI 188 of 2024, which prohibits 

alluvial mining in rivers. This means that the 2026 state of disaster declaration is a legal exemption 

from environmental safeguards for approved contractors to legally mine while carrying out 

rehabilitation. Mining has become lawful, characterised as rehabilitation. According to the SI, 

powers to direct rehabilitation, approve contractors, and oversee implementation are conferred 

upon the Inter-Ministerial Committee on Riverine Ecosystems Rehabilitation (IMCRER). 

The IMCRER's functions are carried out through multi-ministerial committees guided by standard 

operating procedures and technical environmental procedures. However, the SI places these broad 

functions under executive discretion without independent oversight by Parliament, the judiciary, 

or other independent institutions. The approved contractor under the declaration is entitled to retain 

and dispose of recovered minerals as the lawful owner. However, the SI provides limited details 

on accountability for these minerals. The SI outlines procedures for engaging approved contractors 

through the Second Schedule. However, it does not require disclosure of contractor selection 

processes, conflicts of interest, or publication of contracts. The SI also does not provide for public 

access to rehabilitation budgets or evaluation reports. There is no mandatory public reporting on 

rehabilitation progress or minerals recovered. 

The SI primarily establishes government-led decision-making with little indication of legally 

enforceable requirements for community consultation, participatory monitoring, or grievance 

mechanisms. Information filtering into the communities indicates that companies aligned with the 

patronage system have already been selected for the rehabilitation programme. For instance, EMA 
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had already confirmed that Betterbrands was awarded a contract to rehabilitate sections of the 

Mutare River long before the SI was promulgated. This declaration relies on powers under the 

Civil Protection Act, which permits extraordinary measures during a state of disaster. However, 

the disaster was deliberately created by government tampering with the law for self-serving 

interests. The use of these emergency powers to shield mineral plunder is already becoming 

evident. 

 

 


