
 
 

THE LAKE KARIBA FERRY DISASTER: A TRAGEDY THAT DEMANDS ACCOUNTABILITY 
 

Thursday 20 August 2026 
 

The Mike Campbell Foundation expresses its deepest sympathy to the families and communities 
affected by the catastrophic ferry disaster on Lake Kariba. 
 
The scale of the tragedy is almost impossible to comprehend. As of 20 August 2026 – day 9 of the 
tragedy – 95 people have died, including 30 children under the age of 10. One of those children was just 
one month old. Seventy-seven people were rescued and 10 more victims have been positively identified, 
while two have yet to be identified. 
 
The disaster occurred on Tuesday 11 August when the government-owned Mbuya Nehanda ferry, 
operated by the Rural Infrastructure Development Agency (RIDA), capsized while travelling from Kariba 
town towards Chalala. The vessel was struck by strong, choppy waves near Long Island and capsized. 
 
We would also like to pay tribute to all the people who played such a crucial role in the difficult rescue 
operation.  
 
The initial emergency response included Captain Collins and his Sahwira houseboat crew, with guests 
Allan Wheeler and Jason Corbett assisting, the Lady May houseboat, Fothergill, a National Parks boat, 
the MAPS (Matusadona Anti-Poaching Standards) helicopter and other local boat operators, as well as 
local fishermen. Independent local divers like Wonder Mujokeri were among the first to enter the water. 
Businesses like TR MarineWorld stepped in on land, donating boats straight off their showroom floor to 
assist rescue teams to expedite the operation. 
 
The Zimbabwe Defence Forces (specifically the Zimbabwe National Army Boat Squadron) and the 
Zimbabwe Republic Police Sub-Aqua Unit arrived in full force early Wednesday morning to officially take 
over the operation and have worked tirelessly in difficult and dangerous conditions. 
 
The government has declared a State of Disaster and search and recovery operations are continuing. 
 
However, the circumstances surrounding the disaster raise questions that go considerably beyond the 
weather conditions on the day. 
 
A severely overloaded vessel 
 
The ferry had a stated legal capacity of 90 passengers, in addition to five crew members. Yet 
approximately 172 to 180 passengers (the number of children was not recorded) and five crew members 
were reportedly aboard when it set out, together with substantial quantities of cargo. This included 
diesel drums, a battery and inverter, groceries, passengers' luggage and livestock. 



Survivors reported that the vessel began taking on water in the engine room before its hull flipped. They 
also reported that life jackets were difficult to access because they were beneath luggage. 
 
Warnings that must be examined 
 
There were important weather warnings before the ferry departed. The Meteorological Services 
Department had issued an early warning advising lake users against sailing and people onshore 
expressed their concern regarding the conditions. Survivors subsequently reported that the passengers 
warned the ferry’s captain about their mounting fears and asked that the ferry turn back shortly after 
departure. These reports must now form part of a thorough and independent investigation. 
 
An ageing vessel and previous concerns 
 
The Mbuya Nehanda had been in service for approximately 41 years, having begun operating in 1985. 
Historical state reports and oversight tours had previously identified persistent mechanical breakdowns, 
high operating costs and refurbishment requirements within the ageing government vessel fleet. 
 
Public critics have also raised questions about earlier estimates of approximately US$40,000 for 
particular maintenance and engine-related work. These allegations should be properly examined as part 
of the investigation. 
 
Zimbabwe must learn from this tragedy 
 
Lake Kariba is an essential lifeline for many remote communities. The ferry provided transport for 
people living in areas where alternative road infrastructure is extremely poor. The tragedy therefore 
cannot be considered in isolation from the wider infrastructure difficulties confronting these 
communities. 
 
But precisely because people depend upon public transport services, those services must be safe. 
The 95 people who have died were not statistics. They were parents, children, grandparents, brothers, 
sisters, nephews and nieces, friends and members of communities. 
 
The families deserve answers and Zimbabwe deserves accountability. 
 
The country must ensure that such a devastating loss of life is never allowed to become simply yet 
another tragedy without consequences. 
 
Our thoughts remain with every family affected by the Lake Kariba ferry disaster. 
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