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EXECUTIVE SUMMUARY

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) poses a growing threat to human, animal, and environmental health in Zambia. While AMR is
driven by overuse and misuse of antibiotics in humans and animals, environmental pathways, particularly unsafe
community-level disposal, remain under addressed. Further, transmission of resistance bacteria does not only occur in
healthcare settings, but it also occurs in community settings through poor hygiene, contaminated water, and improper
disposal of unused medicinal products by discharging them into sewage systems. Conventional wastewater treatment
cannot fully remove antibiotics, allowing residues to enter water and soil systems. Antimicrobial residues in sludge and
effluent enter the soil and surface water, thereby contributing to AMR related to environmental contamination.

While national AMR efforts have prioritized rational prescribing, surveillance, and stewardship within health facilities, unsafe
disposal of antimicrobials at household and community levels remains largely overlooked. This gap allows antimicrobials to
enter water systems, soil, and waste streams, creating environmental reservoirs of resistance that undermine public health
gains.

Evidence from a youth-led pilot intervention in Ndola, Copperbelt Province, conducted by Alliance Against Antimicrobial
Antipathy (AAA) in collaboration with Action on Antibiotic Resistance (ReAct) Africa during the World Antimicrobial Resistance
Awareness Week 2025 and supported by a grant initiative from South Centre, highlighted that widespread storage and
unsafe disposal of unused antibiotics in communities were very common. This practice is driven by poor access to disposal
mechanisms, limited awareness, and people-centred barriers such as gender norms, stigma, and informal medicine access.
These findings align with global evidence demonstrating that community-level antibiotic use and disposal are major
contributors to environmental AMR, particularly in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).

This policy brief argues that unsafe antimicrobial disposal is fundamentally a people-centred and environmental challenge,
requiring integration into Zambia's AMR National Action Plan. Embedding community-based disposal systems within a
People-Centred Approach to addressing AMR will protect ecosystems, empower communities, and strengthen Zambia's One
Health response.
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¢ Social norms around medicine storage and disposal.

e Power dynamics: this is because health decisions are
dominated by authority figures such as medical doctors,
male household heads; as such, patients are not
accorded an opportunity to question instructions or ask
about disposal.

e Gender roles: Despite men making treatment decisions,
women handle antibiotic storage and disposal, which is
often overlooked or done inappropriately.

¢ Youth exclusion from health decision-making: Youth are
largely excluded from health decision-making, limiting
their role in antimicrobial disposal, education, and
awareness.

Addressing disposal, therefore, requires solutions that are

accessible, acceptable, and responsive to community

realities.

Problem Statement

Unsafe disposal of antimicrobials at the community level is a

hidden but significant contributor to environmental AMR in

Zambia. While national AMR strategies emphasize rational

use and surveillance, there are no structured mechanisms

enabling communities to safely return or dispose of unused
antibiotics.

Key challenges include:

» Widespread storage of leftover antibiotics in households
due to early treatment cessation and/or poor adherence
to the treatment schedule.

+ Poor labelling and informal dispensing reduce adherence
and understanding of treatment regimens.

» Disposal into pit latrines, flushable toilets, kitchen sinks,
water systems, and open environments, contaminating
ecosystems

* Absence of national or community-level medicines
(including antimicrobials) take-back schemes

» Limited integration of environmental and community
perspectives within AMR governance

These gaps allow resistant organisms to emerge and

circulate across human, animal, and environmental

interfaces, directly undermining country efforts to contain
and mitigate AMR.

Evidence from the Copperbelt Youth-Led
Pilot

A structured youth-led antimicrobial disposal mop-up

campaign and awareness initiative conducted during the

2025 World Antimicrobial Resistance Awareness Week in

Ndola, Copperbelt Province, provides practical insights into

community realities. This was a unique people-centred

approach that engaged people across a wide range of
communities in Ndola.

Key findings included:

» Antimicrobials constituted the majority of medicines
collected, primarily originating from unknown sources,
followed by local clinics and pharmacies, with antibiotics
dominating the returned medicines.

» Large quantities of unused antibiotics indicate poor
adherence and premature treatment discontinuation.

« Common disposal routes reported as pit latrines,
household sinks, and general waste.

+ Gender norms and stigma influenced access, use, and
disposal of medicines, particularly among men, which
exposed aspects of health-seeking behaviours.

* The pilot demonstrated that youth and community
engagement can effectively surface hidden AMR risks and
mobilize households around safe disposal when
mechanisms are accessible and trusted.
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Policy Gaps

Despite growing recognition of AMR and the interconnection between human, animal, environmental and food health and safety,
Zambia still has:

No national guidelines for antimicrobial take-back or household disposal.

Weak coordination between the pharmaceutical services, environmental health, water and sanitation, and waste management sectors.
Minimal investment in people-centred communication on environmental AMR pathways.

Policy Recommendations

1. Develop National Guidelines for Community Antimicrobial Disposal

+ Establish clear, enforceable standards aligned with WHO guidance on unwanted pharmaceuticals, including community take-back
models.

2. Scale Community-Based and Youth-Led Disposal Models

+ Leverage youth groups, community health workers (CHWs), schools, and faith-based organizations to implement people-centred
disposal systems.

3. Strengthen Labelling and Patient Counselling

» Improve dispensing practices to reduce leftover antibiotics, enhance adherence and understanding of the health effects of
non-adherence to medication usage.

4. Invest in Public Awareness on Environmental AMR Pathways

+ Communicate how household disposal contributes to environmental contamination, resistance emergence, and long-term health and
economic costs.

Why This Matters

The mop-up campaign established that AMR associated with environmental contamination is a silent accelerator of resistance.
Antibiotics that find their way into water and soil systems create reservoirs of resistance that cannot be controlled through clinical
stewardship alone. As such, a People-Centred Approach ensures that communities are not passive recipients of policy, but active
partners in protecting ecosystems and public health. Without addressing antimicrobial disposal, progress in awareness, stewardship,
surveillance, and infection prevention will be compromised, threatening Zambia's health security and sustainable development goals.

Call to Action

Policymakers, regulators, and development partners must prioritize community-level antimicrobial disposal as a national AMR
intervention. Investing in people-centred, environmentally sound, responsive solutions will strengthen Zambia's AMR response and
safeguard health for future generations.
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