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The government-owned ferry, which had been in service for around 41 years 
 
Casualty and Passenger Details 
 

• Confirmed Deaths: 95 bodies recovered. The dead include 30 children under 10, one of them a 
month-old infant, according to police. 

• Rescued: 77 survivors.  
• Additional identifications: As of today, 10 more victims have been positively identified, while 

two have yet to be identified. 
• Manifest vs. Actual Load: The vessel had a legal capacity of 90 people (plus 5 crew members).  
• People On Board:  Approximately 172 to 180 passengers and 5 crew members, as well as goods 
• Cargo: Included drums of diesel, a battery and inverter, groceries, passengers’ luggage and 

livestock. 
• Age of ferry: The ferry was operated by the government’s Rural Infrastructure Development 

Agency (RIDA) and had been in service for roughly 41 years since it began operating in 1985.  
 
Cause of the Disaster 
 

• Severe Weather: The ferry was traveling from Kariba toward Chalala when it was struck by 
strong, choppy waves near Long Island. 

• Overloading: Survivors reported that the heavily overloaded boat began taking on water in the 
engine room before its hull flipped, prompting disaster teams to highlight safety and operational 
oversights.  

• Safety equipment: Life jackets were reported to be buried under the luggage and difficult to 
access. 
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Maintenance Warnings and Allegations 
 

• Prior Assessments: Historical state reports and oversight tours dating back several years had 
already flagged persistent mechanical breakdowns, high operating costs, and refurbishment 
requirements across the ageing Lake Kariba government vessel fleet.  

• The US$40,000 Figure: Public critics and civic commentators have highlighted that specific 
maintenance work—such as engine replacements or crucial repairs evaluated during earlier 
departmental inspections—was budgeted at roughly US$40,000, yet necessary funding and 
complete overhauls were allegedly neglected or delayed by the state.  

 
Warnings and Concerns 
 

• The Meteorological Services Department had issued an early warning advising all lake users 
against sailing. 

• Mobile phone and social media videos taken just as the overloaded ferry set off from Kariba 
showed onlookers pointing out that the water looked unsafe and questioning whether the 
passengers would be safe.  

• Survivors also reported that passengers inside the boat warned the captain about rough 
conditions and asked to turn back shortly after departure, but their pleas were ignored before 
strong waves eventually caused the vessel to capsize.  
 

 
 

Survivors in the choppy water – some of the lifejackets were brought by private citizen responders 
 
Government and Disaster Response Actions 
 

• State of Disaster Declared: Formally announced by Local Government and Public Works Minister 
Daniel Garwe to fast-track resource mobilization.  

• Resource Allocation: Funds and logistics are channelled toward the Civil Protection Unit, sub-
aqua rescue units, and national park teams operating on the lake.  

• Search and Recovery: Immediate financial and operational backing supports rescue teams 
searching for missing passengers following the capsizing of the Rural Infrastructure Development 
Agency (RIDA) ferry.  
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Government Compensation Ignites Outrage 
 
The state-led response to Zimbabwe's worst recorded maritime disaster has ignited widespread public 
outrage, with critics calling the government's cash payout "a slap in the face" and an insult to grieving 
families.  
 
Public anger, political opposition, and civil rights groups like the Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights 
(ZLHR) have targeted several major elements regarding the state's compensation and accountability 
efforts:  
 
1. Outrage Over the US$100 Cash Assistance 

• The Payout Amount: The government has announced a cash assistance payout of US$100 per 
affected person, distributed to survivors and the next of kin of the deceased. 

• "Cheapening Human Life": Commentators and civic leaders have widely condemned the figure 
as a "pittance". Critics argue that assigning a tiny monetary value to lives lost due to state 
negligence feels completely emotionally tone-deaf.  

• Resource Misallocation: Citizens and opposition groups sharply compared the US$100 payout 
against the millions of dollars routinely handed out by the state to political socialites, pastors, 
and delegates for travel allowances.  

 
2. Performative Support vs. True Compensation 

• Logistical Cover Ups: The government has defended its rollout, stating the US$100 is merely a 
cash supplement alongside a broader funeral assistance package that covers caskets, food 
hampers, clothing, and bus transportation. 

• The "Bare Minimum": Human rights advocates argue that providing coffins and transport is 
simply the bare minimum. They stress that the state cannot use standard "funeral aid" to bypass 
meaningful structural compensation for families who lost primary breadwinners. Legal 
commentators insist proper compensation should range between $10,000 and $20,000 per 
victim.  

 
As the government initiates a state-managed formal inquest, civil rights attorneys and human rights 
groups (such as the Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights) are preparing a robust legal strategy to sue the 
Rural Infrastructure Development Agency (RIDA)—the state organ that owned and operated the vessel.  
 
Lawyers are bypassing individual operator blame to target state institutional liability through several 
specific legal avenues: 
 
1. Actionable Vicarious Liability 
Under Zimbabwean delictual law, an employer is strictly liable for the negligent acts of its employees 
performed within the course and scope of their employment. Human rights lawyers argue that even if 
the state blames Captain Patsikadova for sailing into bad weather, RIDA remains fully liable for his 
executive decisions. Because RIDA is a direct state agency, the ultimate financial liability for wrongful 
death and personal injury claims falls squarely on the government. 
 
2. Institutional Negligence in Crowding Control 
Attorneys are building a case around systemic state failures at the harbour master level. The ferry had an 
authorised, legal carrying capacity of only 90 passengers. However, RIDA officials allowed at least 114 
ticketed adults, 5 crew members, an unspecified number of children, and heavy cargo (including fuel 
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drums and livestock) to board. Lawyers argue RIDA breached its constitutional duty of care by failing to 
implement strict gatekeeping protocols, effectively sanctioning a death trap. 
 
3. Breach of Statutory Duty regarding Seaworthiness 
The state claims the 41-year-old vessel possessed a valid "fitness certificate". Legal teams are challenging 
this by utilising prior departmental warnings. They intend to prove that RIDA wilfully operated a vessel 
that was structurally compromised. Failing to allocate the documented US$40,000 required for necessary 
fleet upgrades and engine overhauls constitutes a criminal breach of maritime safety regulations. 
 
4. Exploiting RIDA’s Pre-Tragedy Insurance Notice 
In a bizarre twist, just three weeks before the disaster (on July 22, 2026), RIDA management issued a 
public notice strictly warning passengers to use their exact legal names on tickets to ensure eligibility for 
third-party accident insurance cover. Human rights lawyers are weaponizing this notice in two ways: 
 

• It proves RIDA was explicitly aware of catastrophic operational risks immediately prior to the 
event. 

• Lawyers are demanding immediate, transparent disclosure of the underlying insurance policy to 
ensure that payouts are not invalidated by the state’s own overloading violations. 

 
ENDS 
 

 
 

Fothergill was one of the boats that raced to assist in the rescue operation 


