
What it‘s about

•	 Based on the example of a specific country in the Global South, partici-
pants learn how complex the reasons can be for a country getting into a 
debt crisis. 

•	 They find out that, for poor countries in the Global South, the global 
heating caused by the Global North is leading to a double vulnerability 
through debt distress and climate damage. Additional crises, such as the 
global coronavirus pandemic, are further exacerbating economic problems 
and thus also the debt crisis. 

•	 By putting themselves in the role of young Zambians, participants learn 
that even young people have the possibility of campaigning for an escape 
from the debt trap.

How to play

The activity consists of four phases: 

Phase 1: Methodological introduction (10 mi-
nutes)

Show the participants the picture ‚Youth confe-
rence on the debt crisis in Zambia‘. Ask them the 
following introductory questions: 

•	 What kind of event might this be? 
•	 Where is it likely to be taking place? 
•	 The young people are wearing T-shirts be-

aring the slogan: ‚They Borrow, We Pay‘. 
What could this slogan be referring to? Who 
are ‚They‘? Who are ‚We‘?

You can then present the 
introductory story and 
the linked key questions 
for group work. Explain 
to the participants the se-
quence of the method and 
the time framework. 

Phase 2: Group work 
(45 minutes)

Divide the participants into 
small groups of 3 – 5 peop-
le. Each group will now re-
ceive the materials for their 
group work. These mate-
rials will be the same for all 
groups. The groups should 
first check the documents 
to make sure they are com-
plete and read the task de-
scription. Using the country 
information and information 
cards provided, the groups should then answer 
the key questions. The result should be organized 
and visualized as a cause-and-effect diagram on a 
large sheet of paper. Moderation materials serve 
to support the presentation aspect of the task.

Activity 16

Zambia – Climate change amplifies debt crises
Mystery

90-105 minutes

10-30 people

challenging

Materials:

To direct the game

•	 Laptop, multimedia 
projector

•	 Background information 
on starting position and 
method

•	 Photo and introductory 
story ‚Youth conference 
on the debt crisis in 
Zambia‘

For each group

•	 Introductory story with 
photo and key questions

•	 The task description

•	 Zambia country data

•	 28 information cards, 
cut out and shuffled in 
an envelope

•	 1 flipchart sheet per 
group

•	 Pens

•	 Moderation materials

Photo: Youth conference on the debt crisis in Zambia /
© Alliance for Community Action
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For example, the following themes and headings 
could be derived from the information cards, lea-
ding to responses to the first key question:

•	 Social conditions: health, education, poverty
•	 The commodity of copper 
•	 Tourism 
•	 Consequences of climate change 
•	 Debt situation 
•	 Way out of the debt trap 
•	 Governance and civil society 

Possible responses to the second key question: 

•	 Organize themselves politically, e.g. in a non-
governmental organization (NGO) like ‚Alli-
ance for Community‘ 

•	 Protest using creative action (e.g. flashmobs) 
•	 Inform other young people and parents 
•	 Write letters to politicians 
•	 Organize a demonstration 
•	 Support and elect good politicians 
•	 Make contact and engage in collective action 

with NGOs in the Global North

These examples are not intended to be prescrip-
tive, but should serve as ideas for groups asking 
for support.

Phase 3: Presentation of conclusions with di-
scussion (20 – 35 minutes, depending on the 
number of groups)

Each group will then present the connections 
they have made and their responses to the key 
questions, using a maximum period of five mi-
nutes each. Then, in a subsequent discussion, 
the participants will compare and evaluate their 
conclusions.

Phase 4: Reflection phase (15 minutes)

Finally, in the plenary session, a reflection will 
take place on the approach taken by the individual 
groups. Possible ideas for reflection are: 

•	 In what way did you as a group come to your 
conclusions? 

•	 How did you deal with disagreements? 
•	 Do all members of your group support the 

conclusions reached? 
•	 What values guided the group (e.g. justice, 

economic capacity, nature conservation)?

Key questions

•	 Why are Zambia‘s government coffers 
so empty? 

•	 What could young Zambians specifi-
cally do to combat the debt crisis in 
their country? 

The materials are divided up as follows:

•	 Background information for you as the facilitator concerning the situation in Zambia and the mystery 
method 

•	 Introductory photo for you to use as a template for the multimedia or overhead projector 
•	 Introductory story with photo and key questions, firstly for you as an introduction to the plenary ses-

sion, but also to be reproduced for group work 
•	 Further documents for copying to be used in group work (task descriptions, Zambia country data and 

7 sheets with a total of 28 information cards) 

In order to prepare the activity, read through the background information and introductory story and pho-
tocopy the material for the group work for each group. The information cards need to be cut up in advance, 
shuffled and placed in envelopes.



Double exposure: climate crisis and debt crisis

The Global Sovereign Debt Monitor 2020, published annually by Catholic aid organi-
zation MISEREOR and German debt and development coalition erlassjahr.de, paints 
a gloomy picture: 124 out of 154 countries studied in the Global South are critically 
indebted. Several countries are already no longer able to meet their repayment obli-
gations, also known as debt servicing. Other countries, such as Zambia, are on the 
brink of no longer being able to make repayments. In order to be able to settle their 
debts, they have to economize. This means that they are able to spend less and less 
money on healthcare, education and infrastructure. And yet, at the same time, more 
people are suffering from HIV/AIDS than in virtually any other country in the world. 

Many of the heavily indebted countries, including Zambia, are additionally hugely im-
pacted by climate change, although they play virtually no role in causing it. Zambia is 
beset by major drought, and this is leading to crop failures and power cuts, since the 
country obtains almost all of its energy from hydropower. Famines are predicted. But 
climate change is also expected to lead to heavy rains and flooding. 

Countries like Zambia are thus subject to a double burden; on the one hand, they 
are suffering from the debt burden, while on the other hand they are threatened by 
climate disasters which cause heavy economic losses. These losses in turn force 
such countries to take out yet more loans on which they have to pay high levels of 
interest. And so they run the risk of falling into a debt trap. 

The threat of poverty 

An additional threat is currently posed by the coronavirus pandemic. As a result of 
the economic crisis in the countries affected by Covid-19, such countries are buying 
less copper. As a result, commodity prices are falling and investors are withdrawing 
their money from the countries in question. Flights are cancelled, borders are closed, 
and global tourism has come to a standstill. Due to its more negative economic out-
look, Zambia is only able to obtain new loans on the international capital markets at 
high rates of interest. The country‘s debt mountain is getting ever bigger, and so it 
runs the risk of falling into a debt trap – and an enduring state of impoverishment.

Background information: the example of Zambia
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And yet, Zambia is not actually a poor country. It possesses immense copper and co-
balt reserves, commodities which are highly sought-after. No African country exports 
more copper than Zambia. Moreover, it possesses fertile agricultural land and an  
agreeable climate. The country is well known for its scenic attractions, particularly 
the spectacular Victoria Falls, and its national parks are home to an abundance of 
wildlife.

Unfortunately, the government, under President Edgar Lungu, is both corrupt and 
dictatorial, just like previous governments. It imposes severe limitations on freedom 
of association, press freedom and freedom of expression, and obstructs the work of 
the political opposition and civil society organizations. However, the country still has 
a vibrant civil society that seeks to oppose the country‘s non-transparent politics.

Climate justice needs debt relief

The international network of debt relief initiatives, of which erlassjahr.de is also a 
member, is demanding a debt relief initiative for critically indebted countries impac-
ted by natural disasters. The process should consist of two parts: directly following a 
disaster, there needs to be an automatic payment freeze for ongoing debt payments 
so that the money can be invested in emergency assistance. Following on from this, 
comprehensive negotiations must be initiated relating to the claims of almost all 
creditors with the objective of reducing the volume of debt to a sustainable level. The 
United Nations could be the venue where such a process could be established. 

The causes of the debt crisis in Zambia are complex, as are the potential solutions. 
Depending on particular interests, whether from the perspective of politicians, non-
governmental organizations or the insurance industry, differing proposals may arise. 

Further Information:

kasa.de/laender-regionen/sambia

erlassjahr.de/laenderinfos/sambia

erlassjahr.de/en/news/new-campaign-climate-justice-needs-debt-relief/

erlassjahr.de/produkt/fachinformation-64-der-naechste-sturm-kommt-mit-sicher- 
heit-entschuldung-als-krisenreaktion-in-zeiten-des-klimawandels/
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Background information: the mystery method

The mystery method was developed in England at the end of the 1990s for geogra-
phy teaching. It is increasingly used when dealing with topics related to global lear-
ning. It is a form of learning that promotes joined-up thinking in that participants are 
asked to structure complex interrelationships using key questions and, where possib-
le, to bring different strands together and reflect on them.

In the present case, participants are to adopt the perspective of a group of directly-
affected young people in Zambia. An introductory story serves to arouse curiosity. 
It then steers the direction of proceedings. The present introductory story relates to 
the real-life Zambian non-governmental organisation ‚Alliance for Community Action‘ 
(acazambia.org/us/).

My
st

er
y: 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n f

or
 fa

ci
lit

at
or

s  



Introductory photo
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Introductory story with photo and key questions 
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Photo: Youth conference on the debt crisis in Zambia / © Alliance for Community Action

They borrow, we pay! Do something about it! 

Youth conferences on the debt crisis in Zambia

This picture was taken in 2019 at a youth conference on the debt crisis in Zambia. Zam-
bia has a high level of sovereign debt, and the government coffers are empty. The go-
vernment can no longer even pay the salaries of state employees such as administrative 
officials, teachers, police officers or firefighters. This is particularly dramatic considering 
that many large families are dependent on these salaries because, as a result of drought, 
recent harvests have been poor. It is the first time in Zambia‘s history that employees in 
public service are not receiving their wages – even though Zambia has previously been 
in dire financial straits. People are getting ever poorer. 

Against the background of this situation, lawyer Laura Miti in Lusaka, Zambia‘s capital 
city, founded the charitable organization ‚Alliance for Community Action‘. The organization 
invites young people from poor families to attend conferences (so-called ‚insakas‘). Un-
der the motto ‚They borrow, we pay – do something about it!‘ they learn about the debt 
crisis situation in Zambia and what its causes and effects are. The young people learn to 
discuss, to make demands and to organize political campaigns.

Key questions:

•	 Why are Zambia‘s government coffers so empty?

•	 What could young Zambians specifically do to combat the debt crisis in their country?



Your group has received the following documents:

•	 Task description

•	 Introductory story with photo and key questions 

•	 Country data relating to Zambia 

•	 An envelope containing 28 information cards 

•	 A flipchart sheet 

•	 Pens and moderation material 

First of all, read the task description and make sure you have all the materials listed. 
Find out about Zambia based on the country data. Then take the cards out of the 
envelope. These contain information which will help you in answering the key  
questions. You can find a reminder of the key questions below the introductory story. 

You can now turn to answer the first key question. Analyze the situation in Zambia by 
placing the cards in a meaningful order. Try to establish connections between the  
individual content strands and to find titles for the different themes. Visualize the  
result on the flipchart sheet so that you can present your conclusions later to the 
plenary session. Nominate one or two people from your group to make the  
presentation.

Then take time to reflect on answers to the second key question. This time, imagine 
yourself in the position of young people in Zambia. Make a note of your answers on 
moderation cards or directly on the flipchart sheet. 

Important: There are various options for putting the information cards in a meaning-
ful sequence, and there are various possible answers to the key questions. What 
matters is not giving a ‚right‘ or ‚wrong‘ answer, but convincingly deriving your con-
clusions from the information and being able to explain the reasons for your group‘s 
answers to the key questions. 

Task description
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Zambia is situated in the south 
of Africa. The territory of modern 
Zambia was inhabited as long ago as 
in the early human period. In about the 
year 1000, Bantu-speaking peoples began 
copper mining. In the 19th century, the British made 

the territory part of the colony of Rhodesia. Until the time of independence from 
Britain in 1964, the country was known as Northern Rhodesia. It is a landlocked 
country, i.e. it has no access to the sea. The country took its new name from 
the Zambezi River. Zambia is well known for its copper resources. The country is 
Africa‘s biggest copper exporter. Nevertheless, it is heavily indebted.

Language English (official language)
Bemba, Nyanja and other 

Bantu languages

Capital city Lusaka

Head of state Edgar Lungu (since 2015)

Form of government Presidential republic

Size 752,614 km² 
(Germany: 357,582 km²)

Number of inhabitants 17.4 million 
(Germany: 83 million)

Fertility rate  
(births per woman, 2017) 

4.72 
(Germany: 1.57)

Literacy rate 86.7 %
(Germany: 99.9 %)

Employment structure 55 % agriculture 
(Germany: 1.2 %)
10% industry            

(Germany: 27.2 %)
35 % services 

(Germany: 71.6 %)

Gross domestic product 
(GDP, 2018)

USD 26.7 billion
(Germany: USD 3,947.6 billion)

Gross domestic product 
per capita (2018)

USD 1,540
(Germany: USD 47,603)

External debt (2018) USD 19 billion
(Germany: USD 4,867 billion)

Country data: Zambia
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Information cards
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Information cards
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