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The need for Environmental Specimen Banking (ESB) in African countries, particularly in Zimbabwe, to 
store samples of various environmental matrices for future research, tracking and evaluating the 
environment's quality and health over time has become more urgent than ever. ESB is a long-term 
repository facility that stores samples of various environmental matrices, mainly including soil, 
sediment, and biota, for use in future research. ESB is crucial for environmental monitoring and research 
because they offer insightful information on past and present levels of contaminants in the environment 
and their effects on the environment and public health. Some countries in the developed and developing 
world have managed to monitor river pollution using ESB and Zimbabwe can learn from them. This paper 
analyses the various environmental challenges faced by Zimbabwe and shows how ESB can be one of 
the important tools during the monitoring of those issues based on a case study approach. Establishing 
ESB in Zimbabwe can play an important role of providing important data and information on 
environmental pollutants and the way they affect public health and the environment. This data will be 
vital in informing policies and regulations aimed at protecting human health and the environment. The 
archiving of specimen will ensure that the data will be available for future use. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The concept of Environmental Specimen Banking (ESB) 
originated in the 1960s in response to growing concerns 
over the way pollution was affecting public health and the 
environment. Due to industrialization, many nations were 
experiencing high levels of pollution at the time, and it was 

necessary to monitor the consequences of pollution over 
time on environmental and human health (Kousik et al., 
2023). In the 1960s, Sweden became the first country to 
create an ESB. Currently, formal ESBs have been built in 
numerous nations, including the United States,  Germany,  
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and Sweden. The German ESB is often regarded as being 
the best since it receives consistent financial backing and 
has a sophisticated systematic sampling methodology 
(Chaplow et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2015). 

ESB has become a crucial instrument in environmental 
observation and research, providing valuable data on the 
historical and current levels of environmental contaminants 
and the effects they have on the environment and people's 
health. ESB is also used as support methods for making 
decisions and policies, providing information on the 
effectiveness of environmental regulations and the need 
for further action (Zizka et al., 2022). ESB has varying 
focuses and objectives. Some ESBs are focused on 
monitoring specific pollutants, such as heavy metals or 
persistent organic pollutants, while others collect samples 
from specific ecosystems, such as marine or freshwater 
environments. Regardless of their focus, ESB has a critical 
part in our understanding of the environment and our 
ability to protect it for generations to come (Luo, 2018; 
Chaplow et al., 2021).  

An ESB has many advantages as it promotes long-term 
monitoring and trend analysis; early detection of emerging 
contaminants; forensic investigations; improved research 
capabilities; cost-effectiveness; increased collaboration 
and data sharing; as well as educational and public 
awareness. However, only China and Brazil are the only 
developing nations that have well-established ESB. The 
lack of ESB in Africa and other developing parts of the 
world creates gaps that hinder coordination meaning that it 
becomes impossible to have a global network of ESB. Due 
to the limited number of ESB in developing countries, the 
aim of the paper is to create awareness and stimulate 
interest in this very important system in the country. The 
objective of the paper is to show how relevant the ESB is 
to a developing country like Zimbabwe and how the 
country can develop its own ESB. The target readership is 
the general public as well experts and policy makers and 
implementers. It is our larger expectations that this paper 
will give a clear path that can be used by policy makers to 
implement a pilot ESB program in the country. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The study drew upon previously published works on environmental 
issues in Zimbabwe and on ESB in general. To accomplish the review 
paper's objective, articles that were published in English were 
examined. Searches on Google Scholar, Sage Publications, 
Springer, Science Direct, African Journals Online, Scopus, Web of 
Science, and PubMed yielded published articles, journals, abstracts, 
book chapters, and books. The use of balanced sources, that is, early 
works particularly on pilot ESB, and more recent works, was carefully 
considered. This was carried out in order to gather knowledge about 
how Zimbabwe can set up its own ESB and gradually modernize it. 
Care was taken to select journals with a high impact factor as much 
as possible. A field visit was also carried out to the Yangtze River 
Environmental Specimen Bank in Jiaxing City, Zhejiang Province, 
China. This was done in order to gain first-hand experience on the 
operations of an ESB. Information about Deka pollution was gathered 
mainly from the Environmental Management Agency (EMA) of 
Zimbabwe. 

 
 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Necessities for environmental specimen banking in 
Zimbabwe 
 
Serious water pollution coupled with weak environmental 
monitoring mechanisms make ESB crucial in African 
countries. Africa is at this stage experiencing rapid 
urbanisation which comes with challenges that led to 
development of ESB in developed countries faced. This 
makes it very important for these developing countries to 
establish the ESB. Zimbabwe as well is facing many 
environmental issues that necessitate the implementation 
of an ESB project. Those issues include climate change, 
loss of biodiversity, environmental pollution, and 
epidemics. 
 
 
Climate change 
 

Under the UNDP ranking system, Zimbabwe is ranked 
very low (174) in terms of the climate vulnerability index 
compared to its neighbors. Zambia is ranked 148, South 
Africa 96, Namibia 107, Mozambique 156 and Botswana is 
ranked 89 (UNDP, 2023). Zimbabwe is experiencing a lot 
of challenges as a result of the growing problem of climate 
change. The country has of late been experiencing 
droughts and floods, which are having a devastating effect 
on agriculture, water supplies, and human health. 
Changes in temperature and rainfall patterns have led to 
the disruption of vital ecosystems. Rising temperatures 
have led to water scarcity and changes in farming 
practices, resulting in decreased crop yields, especially in 
the more vulnerable parts of the country such as 
Matabeleland and Masvingo. Malaria cases have also 
risen in the country. Climate change is also negatively 
impacting the country’s hydropower capacity, leading to an 
overall reduction in power supply (Frischen et al., 2020; 
Mpambela and Mabvurira, 2017). Daily minimum 
temperatures and daily maximum temperatures have risen 
by approximately 2.6 and 2°C, respectively, over the last 
century (Mudzengi et al., 2021). In Chimanimani area, 
approximately 270,000 people were affected by 
unprecedented floods, with an estimated direct damage of 
$622 million by Cyclone Idai in 2019. About 341 people 
were left dead and many others were reported to be 
missing (Chatiza, 2019). 

Environmental specimens collected and stored in ESB 
can be used to monitor changes in ecosystems over time 
thereby generating valuable information about the impacts 
of climate change. For example, scientists can use ESB 
data to track modifications to the composition of plant and 
animal populations, track the spread of invasive species, 
and identify areas where ecosystems are becoming more 
vulnerable to climate change. ESB has been used 
successfully in marine samples in German to generate 
data that indicated shifts in food webs as a result, possibly, 
of eutrophication and climate change causing an increase  



 
 
 
 
in primary production, which raises the amount of CO2 in 
the water. Additionally, frequent rains are increasing the 
runoff and adding land carbon (siltation) in water bodies 
(Day et al., 2014). By collecting and storing environmental 
specimens over time, scientists can gain insights into the 
effects of climate change over time on ecosystems and 
identify the effective strategies for mitigating its impacts. In 
order to reconstruct historical sea ice coverage and its 
effects on the composition of body fat and dietary sources 
of polar bears, stable isotope analysis of fur and tissue has 
been conducted. The study demonstrated the susceptibility 
of Arctic ecosystems to climate change by showing a 
gradual decrease in sea ice extent over time, which was 
associated with a lower body fat content and possibly 
changed feeding habits in polar bears. 
 
 
Biodiversity loss 
 
Biodiversity is a term that refers to the variety of living 
organisms and the ecosystems that support them (O'Brien, 
2010). This variety includes plants, animals, fungi, and 
other forms of life. The country's diverse terrain and 
aquatic environments are home to a wealth of species. 
The country has a variety of ecosystems ranging from 
forests and grasslands to wetlands and semi-arid areas. 
Zimbabwe’s biodiversity comprises 670 bird species, 270 
mammal species, 156 reptile species, 120 amphibian 
species, and 151 fish species in addition to roughly 5930 
vascular plant species, 214 of which are endemic 
(Mudzengi, 2021). However, many plant and animal 
species are under danger of extinction in Zimbabwe as a 
result of numerous human activities, such as habitat 
destruction, poaching, and pollution. 

The principal dangers to biodiversity in Zimbabwe are 
habitat degradation, deforestation, conversion of natural 
habitats to agriculture, mining, and urbanization (Zvobgo 
and Tsoka, 2021). As habitats are destroyed or 
fragmented, populations of species become isolated and 
more vulnerable to extinction. Poaching is also a 
significant threat to biodiversity in the country. Illegal 
hunting of wildlife, especially of iconic species such as 
elephants, rhinos, and lions, has led to significant declines 
in their populations. A total of 31 elephants and 11 rhinos 
(6 white rhinos and five black ones) were killed in 2021. In 
2022, 25 elephants, 7 rhinos and 4 lions, were killed 
(Huaxia, 2023). The loss of these keystone species has a 
cascading effect on the entire ecosystem, as they play 
important roles in maintaining ecosystem balance. 

Zimbabwe's energy needs are largely met by fossil fuels. 
Of the various fossil fuels, wood is the mostly preferred fuel, 
especially in rural areas. Over 90% households in rural 
areas use it. Urban households are increasingly relying on 
it due to the dire electricity situation in the country. The 
increased demand for fuel wood has led to deforestation, 
particularly in peri-urban and resettlement areas. Between 
2000 and 2010, the nation's deforestation rate increased to 
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327,000 ha per year (1.9%), and it is currently the highest 
in southern Africa (UNDP, 2022). 

Wildfires brought on by negligent land management 
techniques have a negative impact on biodiversity. The 
failure of farmers to build firebreaks and the ministry in 
charge of transportation to mow roadside verges worsens 
the situation. There are signs that wildfires have become 
more frequent and intense in recent years, and they are 
destroying a lot more vegetation as a result of the density 
of farms and population growth. Zimbabwe recorded a 
cumulative total of 806,457.84 ha lost from a total of 1178 
fire incidences in year 2020 (EMA, 2021).  

Zimbabwe must implement the rules of the UN 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) because it is a 
signatory to the convention (Savadye et al., 2020). The 
convention compels all parties to create national strategies, 
plans, or programs for the preservation and sustainable 
use of biodiversity, according to Article 6 of the CBD. The 
preservation of biological diversity and the sustainable use 
of its elements, along with the fair distribution of resources, 
are the stated goals of the convention. The earth is 
constantly changing, and if earth's biodiversity is to be 
understood, there is a need to understand how the earth 
works. Scientists have started using environmental 
specimen banks as a way to study how species interact 
with each other and their environment. One of the newest 
ways scientists are using these specimen banks is by 
sequencing DNA. Sequencing of DNA allows scientists to 
learn more about the species and understand their 
relationships with each other and the environment (Lewin 
et al., 2018). 

ESB can be used in conjunction with gene sequencing 
technologies to provide a wealth of information about 
environmental pollutants, their effects on ecosystems, and 
how they affect human health. Gene sequencing 
technologies can be used to identify the specific genes and 
microorganisms present in environmental samples 
collected from ESB. This information can then be used to 
identify the sources of pollution, track the spread of 
pollutants through ecosystems, and identify the factors that 
contribute to pollution and biodiversity loss. For example, 
gene sequencing technologies can be used to identify the 
genes responsible for antibiotic resistance in bacteria 
found in environmental samples. This information can help 
to identify the sources of antibiotic-resistant bacteria and 
track their spread through ecosystems, which can help to 
inform efforts to reduce the use of antibiotics and protect 
human health (Kristiansson et al., 2009; Zizka et al., 2022). 

Additionally, ESB can help in identifying and prioritizing 
areas or species that require conservation efforts or are 
particularly susceptible to biodiversity loss 
(Castillo-Figueroa, 2018). By monitoring changes in 
abundance and distribution of species, ESB can identify 
areas where conservation efforts may be most effective, 
such as by identifying key habitats or migratory routes. 
Moreover, ESB can provide data and information on 
human  activity's  consequences  on  biodiversity.  By 
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monitoring the environment for pollutants and other 
stressors, ESB can help to identify the impacts of human 
activities, such as habitat degradation or pollution, on 
biodiversity (Chaplow et al., 2021). By monitoring changes 
in biodiversity and identifying the factors that contribute to 
biodiversity loss or conservation, ESB can help to inform 
efforts to protect and conserve biodiversity, both locally 
and globally. Conservation of Biodiversity efforts in the 
country, would thus be in line with SDG 15 which aims to 
stop biodiversity loss, stop land degradation, stop 
desertification, restore and promote sustainable use of 
terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests 
(Krauss, 2024). Studies of polar bear hair and tissue 
samples stored in the Norwegian Polar Institute's 
environmental specimen bank dating back to the 1960s 
have shown that the bears have lost gene diversity due to 
inbreeding as a result of the decline of Arctic Sea ice 
(Wong et al., 2013). 
 
 
Pollution 
 
Environmental pollution is a major challenge in Zimbabwe, 
particularly in urban areas where industrial activities and 
transportation are concentrated. Significant soil, water, and 
air pollution plague the nation. Due to an increase in 
automobiles and industrial activity, air pollution is 
becoming a bigger issue in Zimbabwe's major cities. 
Particulate matter, nitrogen oxides, and sulfur dioxide are 
some of the major pollutants that contribute to poor air 
quality, leading to respiratory illnesses and other health 
problems. In rural areas, the major cause of air pollution is 
veld fires. The World Health Organization (WHO) classifies 
the air quality in Zimbabwe as being moderately unsafe. 
According to the recent data, the nation's annual mean 
PM2.5 concentration is 21 g/m3, which is more than the 
WHO advised limit of 10 g/m3. 

Soil pollution is a growing concern in Zimbabwe, 
particularly in urban areas where industrial and mining 
activities have contaminated the soil with heavy metals 
and other pollutants. Improper waste disposal is a major 
problem in the country, with many communities lacking 
access to proper waste management facilities. This has 
led to the dumping of waste in rivers and other water 
bodies, as well as on open land, contributing to 
environmental pollution and health problems. According to 
EMA, Zimbabwe produced at least 1.9 million tons of 
municipal solid waste (MSW) from commercial, industrial, 
and residential areas in 2020. Ninety percent of the 
371,697 tons of MSW produced in Harare City alone were 
thought to be recyclable or reusable. Of this waste, 49% 
was formally collected for disposal, 13.6% was recycled, 
4.1% was thrown out into the environment carelessly, and 
37.6% is burned or buried right where it comes from. MSW 
collection in Harare decreased from 52% in 2011 to 48.7% 
in 2016, according to surveys done by the EMA in 2016 
and 2017. As a result, waste that  was  waiting  to  be 

 
 
 
 
collected quickly accumulated throughout the majority of 
the city (EMA, 2018). 

Many rivers and streams in Zimbabwe are contaminated 
with industrial and agricultural and industrial chemicals, as 
well as raw sewage. This pollution affects the quality of 
drinking water and has significant impacts on aquatic life 
and the ecosystem. The confounding factor is that the 
country does not have ambient river water quality 
assessment standards which make it difficult for effective 
assessment of river pollution. The decline in river water 
quality has resulted in health hazards to communities living 
downstream of polluted rivers and has adversely impacted 
the natural habitat and aquatic life of rivers. One of the 
worst cholera outbreaks in Zimbabwe occurred in 2008 to 
2009 and ultimately ended with 98,592 reported cases and 
4288 reported deaths due partly to lack of access to clean 
water because of pollution mainly in Harare (Chimusoro et 
al., 2018). The recent cholera outbreak had reached 7000 
cases as of 10 November 2023. Water pollution also 
results in increased water treatment costs, reduced 
water-based tourism activities as well as destruction of 
aquatic life.  

A study of rivers located in the vicinity of mine dumps 
revealed that 79% of the waters sampled in streams had 
pH values that were frequently very acidic (pH < 4). 
Elevated metal and metalloid concentrations in the 
leachate and nearby streams are linked to the low pH 
levels in the leachate (Meck et al., 2016). A study of 
Marimba a tributary of Lake Chivero revealed that it 
contributed 114,840 kg/year of nitrate and 84 324 kg/year 
of phosphate loading to the lake (Nyamangara et al., 2013). 
Mukuvisi River was found to be severely polluted and 
could no longer support high diversity of aquatic life (Moyo 
and Rapatsa, 2016). Nitrates, phosphates, dissolved 
oxygen, total dissolved solids, and biological oxygen 
demand for Lower Manyame River in Chinhoyi were all 
found to be above the acceptable WHO surface water 
limits (Norah et al., 2015).  

The country has a statutory instrument, Environmental 
Management (Control of Hazardous Substances) (General) 
Regulations, 2018 (S.I. No. 268 of 2018), that aims at 
accounting for the distribution and disposal of hazardous 
substances in the country. However, the system on the 
ground is not able to account for accurate quantities of 
hazardous substances that eventually find their way into 
the environment. In addition, the country still uses 
dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT), a pesticide that 
was banned for use in the United States in 1972. The 
decline of the bald eagle, the decline of honey bee 
populations, and the decline of numerous bird species 
have all been linked to the use of DDT (Sánchez-Bayo, 
2012). Additionally, the chemical is harmful to humans, 
including children and pregnant women. DDT is still used 
in Zimbabwe despite these dangers because it is the only 
effective pesticide against malaria-carrying mosquitoes. It 
is employed in indoor residual spraying, which uses 
spraying  to  kill  mosquitoes inside of homes and other 



 
 
 
 
buildings. Zimbabwe and other African nations have seen 
a decrease in malaria cases as a result of this strategy. 
DDT's use, on the other hand, raises a few questions 
about its potential effects on the environment and adverse 
effects on human health.  

To determine the level of DDT and its metabolites' 
contamination in cow's milk from five Zimbabwean towns. 
Farms in the vicinity of Bulawayo, Chiredzi, Esigodini, 
Harare, and Mutare provided samples. All samples had 
levels of total DDT detected above the maximum 
permissible residue limit. When compared with samples 
from other regions (0.08-0.13 µg/ml), the DDT levels in the 
Harare and Mutare samples were the highest, at 0.38 and 
0.26 µg/ml, respectively. In the samples, there were also 
trace amounts of the DDT metabolite residues 
1,1-dichloro-2,2-bis(p-chlorophenyl) ethane (DDD) and 
1,1-dichloro-2,2-bis(p-dichlorodiphenyl) ethylene (DDE). 
The findings indicate that DDT and its metabolite 
contaminants are present in bovine milk, putting 
consumers' health at grave risk (Broke et al., 2016). As a 
result, it is critical to keep an eye on the use of DDT in 
Zimbabwe and other nations to ensure its safe and 
effective use (Chikuni et al., 1997; Whitney, 2012). 

Zimbabwe has weak pollution inventorying systems as 
well as in adequate environmental databases 
(Matandirotya et al., 2023). The country suffers a serious 
dearth in environmental data. ESB can contribute in 
pollution management through providing researchers and 
policymakers with important data and information on the 
presence, distribution, and the effects of pollutants in the 
environment. ESB can be used to monitor changes in the 
levels of pollutants in the environment over time and to 
identify the sources and pathways of pollution. ESB can 
also be used to assess the effectiveness of pollution 
management strategies, such as the implementation of 
regulations or the use of clean technologies. For example, 
by analyzing the levels of pollutants in specimens collected 
before and after the implementation of a pollution control 
measure, researchers can determine whether the measure 
has been effective in reducing pollution levels. In addition, 
ESB can help to identify the emerging pollutants that may 
not have been previously studied or regulated. By monitoring 
the environment for a wide range of pollutants, ESB can 
identify new or previously unknown chemicals that may 
represent a threat to the environment or human health. 

For example, using earthworm, tree leaf, and roe deer 
liver ESB samples from terrestrial ecosystems throughout 
Germany showed that long-chain per- and polyfluoroalkyl 
substances (PFAS) has been declining since the early 
2000s, while short-chain compounds have been rising 
since 1989 (Falk et al., 2019). Between 2002/2003 and 
2010, perfluorooctane sulfonate (PFOS) declined in 
reindeer livers from three Swedish sites, but site-specific 
variations in trends were noted for other PFAS (Freeling et 
al., 2022). PFAS trends in seabird eggs and herring liver 
from various locations around the Baltic Sea and the 
Swedish coast were frequently irregular. Nonetheless,  it 
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appears that in more recent years, long-chain perfluoroalkyl 
carboxylic acids (PFCA) and PFOS have decreased at 
several locations (Danielsson et al., 2019). 
 
 
Epidemics 
 
ESB can be used to locate and monitor animal reservoirs 
for diseases including HIV, Ebola, Zika, and Covid-19 virus 
that can infect humans. Having this knowledge is essential 
for creating preventative and control plans that work. 
Additionally, illness patterns throughout time and space 
may be tracked with ESB. This data may be used to 
evaluate the success of public health initiatives and identify 
new dangers from diseases. Moreover, environmental 
variables like deforestation, temperature change, and 
changes in land use that contribute to disease outbreaks 
may be examined using ESB. Policies that lessen the 
likelihood of future epidemics can be developed using the 
information provided here. ESB can be used to identify 
new diseases, parasites, and contaminants that are 
affecting wildlife populations. Environmental samples can 
be analyzed for genetic variants of known pathogens, 
allowing researchers to track how diseases spread through 
environmental factors like water, air, or migratory animals. 
Water samples, animal tissues, and insect vectors, can be 
analyzed using established techniques like polymerase 
chain reaction or serological assays to analyze them for 
known pathogens (Schneider et al., 2016). This facilitates 
the early detection and tracking of outbreaks. This 
facilitates the early detection and tracking of outbreaks. 
This information can help prevent the spread of diseases 
and develop targeted mitigation strategies. The global 
pandemic brought on by SARS CoV-2, which may have 
originated from a coronavirus linked to bats, has rekindled 
interest in the study of zoonotic spillovers using preserved 
specimens (Sanyal et al., 2022). eDNA in banked water 
samples to has been successfully used detect an invasive 
mussel species before it could significantly impact the 
ecosystem (Sahu et al., 2023). 
 
 
Steps to develop an environmental specimen banking 
in Zimbabwe 
 
Starting an ESB will involve several steps, including: 
 
(1) Planning and budgeting: EMA together with experts 
from countries with established ESB as well as universities, 
research institutions, international organizations, and the 
private sector can carry out the planning exercise to define 
the purpose and scope of the bank. This would involve 
establishing an environmental monitoring program. 
(2) Secure funding: ESB requires ongoing funding to 
support the collection, storage, and maintenance of 
specimens. The country should seek out funding 
opportunities   from   government   agencies,  private 
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foundations, or other sources. The equipment that will 
need funding include the storage facility and field 
equipment: Field equipment include nets, traps, shovels, 
corers, sampling bottles, water quality meters, GPS 
devices, and other tools specific to the target specimens 
and environment (e.g., underwater cameras for specialized 
traps for invertebrates). Preservation tools include freezers, 
liquid nitrogen tanks, drying ovens, ethanol tanks, and 
fixation solutions). Desiccators and drying cabinets are 
necessary for preserving plant specimens, tissues, and 
other materials that need to be dried. Liquid nitrogen tanks 
are required for cryopreservation of certain highly sensitive 
specimens. To ensure organized and secure storage of 
samples, often with temperature and humidity control, 
archive shelving and storage systems are needed. Also 
required are barcoding and tracking systems. Depending 
on the research focus, this might include analytical 
instruments like chromatographs, mass spectrometers, 
DNA sequencers, microscopes, and various measuring 
devices (Chaplow et al., 2021). 
(3) Training in ESB: The expert would then train the staff 
from EMA on the standard operating procedures for 
sample collection, storage, analyses, etc.  
(4) Develop a collection and storage protocol: Determine 
the best methods for collecting, preserving, and storing 
specimens based on their type and purpose to ensure the 
accuracy and reliability of the data. 
(5) Construction of the storage facility: Choose a secure, 
easily accessible, and suitable for long-term storage. 
Consider factors such as temperature, humidity, and 
security when selecting a location.  
(6) Establish a database: Develop a database to manage 
the collection and storage of specimens, including 
information on their origin, collection date, and any 
relevant metadata.  
(7) Analyze the environmental samples: The samples 
collected need to be analyzed for a range of environmental 
pollutants, including heavy metals, organic compounds, 
and persistent organic pollutants. 
(8) Establish partnerships: ESB often require partnerships 
with organizations or institutions with expertise in 
specimen collection and storage. Seek out partnerships 
with universities, research institutions, and government 
agencies to help establish and maintain the bank. Building 
alliances with international organizations like the World 
Health Organization and the United Nations Environment 
Program can help develop ESB by offering technical and 
financial support. 
(9) Promote data sharing: To maximize the value of the 
data collected by the ESB, stakeholders should promote 
data sharing between researchers, policymakers, and the 
public (Ebinghaus et al., 2023). 
 
 
Cost-benefits analysis of an ESB 
 

Table 1 shows the costs and the benefits of an ESB. In the 
long run, collecting and storing specimens in an ESB  can 

 
 
 
 
be more cost-effective than repeatedly sampling over time, 
particularly for research requiring long-term data sets. 
 
 
Case study in the Deka River 
 
It is important for the country to start by a pilot project that 
will inform the development of a fully-fledged program. The 
Deka area in Hwange is ideal due to concerns of 
environmental pollution and degradation from coal mining 
areas and coal-based industries such as coking and power 
generation. If the pilot project is successful, the program 
can be upscaled and replicated elsewhere in the country 
where similar environmental challenges exist. Most 
countries that have successful ESB started with a pilot 
phase. Examples who started in this way are China and 
German (Stoeppler et al., 1984; Zhang et al., 1997). 
Zimbabwe has got other hot spot water pollution areas like 
the Mazowe River, the Manyame River and the Umguza 
River where similar programs can be implemented. 
Studies in the Umguza River, for instance, showed the 
majority of the pollutant levels were above the established 
limits, the river stretch was determined to be contaminated. 
Additionally, it was determined that the river's critical 
pollution levels for ammonia, phosphates, and chemical 
oxygen demand were, respectively, 27.5, 2, and 250 mg/l 
(Chinyama et al., 2016). Other countries in southern Africa 
can also implement a similar program and hence improve 
the global foot print of ESB. 
 
 
Site description 
 

Deka River in the Hwange District, Zimbabwe, is subject to 
a number of water pollution concerns due to its location 
within a coal mining catchment area (Figure 1). The 160 
km river flows from the Hwange National Park through the 
Hwange mining, town and communal areas to the Zambezi 
River. It is a seasonal river with moderate flows for most 
parts of the year and only high flows during months of rains, 
between November and February. This river's catchment is 
divided into different land uses, with the upper headwaters 
being characterized by the natural surroundings of the 
protected national park and the middle reach being 
characterized by mining, industrial, and residential 
activities that predominately make up the land use in 
Hwange town. The lower reach is flowing past communal 
lands towards Gwayi River. The main tributaries that are a 
source of pollution are Sikabala and Runduwe. Sikabala 
drains acidic water from old disused shafts while Runduwe 
drains alkaline effluent from thermal power company’s ash 
dam. The river is an important source of water for 
communities that live downstream and they use it for 
domestic as well as agricultural purposes. It is a water 
source for downstream villages such as Zwabo, Mukuyu, 
Mashala, Shashachunda, Kasibo, and Mwemba, as it 
flows all the way to the Zambezi River. Mining companies 
and industries, in the  catchment, generate pollution from  
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Table 1. Cost and benefit analysis of ESB.  
 

Cost Benefits 

Field equipment: Nets, traps, shovels, corers, sampling 
bottles, water quality meters, GPS units, and other 
instruments particular to the target specimens and 
environment (such as invertebrate-specific specialized traps 
and underwater cameras) are examples of this. 

Tracking historical changes: Because ESBs give researchers 
access to preserved samples from decades or even centuries 
ago, they can monitor environmental changes over long time 
periods. Understanding long-term trends, establishing 
environmental baselines, and evaluating the effects of human 
activity are all made possible by this historical data. 

  

Preservation tools: These tools (e.g., freezers, liquid 
nitrogen tanks, drying ovens, ethanol tanks, fixation 
solutions) vary depending on the method of storage that is 
selected. 

Early detection of emerging threats: Researchers can identify 
early emergence of new pollutants, invasive species, or other 
environmental threats by analyzing archived samples. This 
allows for proactive management strategies and early 
intervention. 

  

Cleaning and sorting tools: This could include petri dishes, 
tools for dissection, scales, balances, and materials for 
labeling, depending on the specimens. 

Validating climate models: Knowledge of potential future climate 
change scenarios and their effects can be improved by using 
historical data from ESBs to validate climate models and 
increase their accuracy. 

  

Desiccators and drying cabinets: For preserving plant 
specimens, tissues, and other materials that need to be 
dried. 

Diverse research applications: Ecosystem services and 
biodiversity, toxicology, conservation biology, climate change 
science, and public health are just a few of the fields that benefit 
greatly from the use of ESBs. They provide samples for a range 
of analyses, including stable isotope research, DNA sequencing, 
and chemical contaminant levels. 

  

Laboratory equipment: Depending on the research focus, 
this might include analytical instruments like 
chromatographs, mass spectrometers, DNA sequencers, 
microscopes, and various measuring devices. 

Long-term monitoring programs: Long-term environmental 
monitoring programs can benefit from the integration of ESBs 
since they offer reliable data collection and make trend analysis 
easier over longer timeframes. Decisions about environmental 
management and the creation of policies need to be informed by 
this information. 

  

Quality control and calibration tools: To ensure the accuracy 
and reproducibility of analytical results. 

Standardized protocols and quality assurance: In order to ensure 
the consistency and dependability of data across various studies 
and locations, many ESBs adhere to standardized protocols for 
sample collection, storage, and analysis. 

  

Safety equipment: Personal protective equipment (PPE) for 
field and laboratory work, fire extinguishers, safety 
showers, and eyewash stations. 

Understanding species distribution and trends: ESBs can be 
used to monitor changes in the distribution and abundance of 
species over time, offering important information for resource 
management and conservation initiatives. It is also possible to 
find historical data regarding population dynamics and habitat 
use by analyzing archived samples. 

  

Travel and subsistence money during sampling. 

Prioritizing conservation actions: To identify populations or 
ecosystems at risk, prioritize conservation efforts, and assess 
the success of conservation interventions, data from ESBs can 
be utilized. 

  

- 

Supporting environmental legislation and regulations: Strong 
support for environmental laws and regulations, such as those 
pertaining to pollutant emissions limits or the preservation of 
endangered species, can be found in data from ESBs. 

 

Source: Lee (1990); Becker et al. (2006); Koizumi et al. (2009); Küster et al. (2015). 
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Figure 1. Location of the Deka River. 

 
 
 
the coal stockpiles, hazardous waste storage sites, oil and 
chemical spillages as well as acid rock drains amongst 
others.  

There have been incidences of fish deaths in the river 
since 1997. Cattle have been reported to die and 
sometimes experience stillbirths in the area, and it is 
suspected that it is because of drinking polluted water from 
the river. One family reported to have lost 10 cattle in 2022 
as a result. Material for the basketry project is also 
reported to have been destroyed. Blue-green water 
sometimes appears to be accompanied by an unpleasant 
smell (Figure 2) (Ruppen and Brugger, 2022).  
 
 
General characteristics of pollutants  
 
Table 2 shows the major companies located in the 
catchment area and their activities. The major polluters in 
the area are Zimbabwe Power Company (ZPC) and 
Hwange Colliery Company Limited (HCCL). ZPC is a 
thermal power company that generates alkaline effluent 
from its ash dam. HCCL have old disused shafts that 
generate Acid Mine Drainage (AMD). These two  sources 

are more dominant during the dry season when surface 
runoff is minimal or non-existent.  

ZPC effluent which is high in pH due to the ash content 
from the ash dams eventually mixes with the mostly acid 
waters (from AMD) in the Sikalaba stream when Sikabala 
Stream confluences with Runduwe Stream. Generally, a 
neutralization reaction takes place generating different 
salts which leads to different colors in water. Common 
minerals like iron, manganese, and calcium carbonate 
from limestone can change the color of water to red, 
orange, green or blue. 

HCCL uses lime to neutralize the acid as a passive AMD 
abatement method at the point where the acid oozes out of 
the ground. The effluent is then directed to the reed bed 
wetland. The wetland system then aids pollution 
abatement by assimilating most metals through the 
process of phytoremediation.  

Ideally, such mechanisms when performed adequately 
are able to control the AMD pollution to low impact 
pollution. However, due to the erratic nature of application 
of the neutralization reagents and lack of stoichiometrically 
sound doses such control is not always consistent. 
Eventually, the waters are diluted after the confluence with 
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Figure 2. Discolored water in the middle reaches of Deka River, Zimbabwe. 

 
 
 
the Runduwe Stream, which carries ZPC effluent and 
subsequent neutralization due to the nature of such waters 
that has a high pH. 
 
 
Role of environmental specimen banking in the Deka 
pollution crisis 
 

Since coal contains a range of pollutants, including heavy 
metals, organic compounds, and particulate matter, that 
can be released into the environment during mining, 
transportation, and combustion. These pollutants can 
contaminate the Deka River, threatening aquatic 
ecosystems and human health. ESB can be crucial in 
monitoring the effects of coal on water pollution. By 
collecting and analyzing environmental samples, ESB can 
provide data on the levels of pollutants in water sources 
and track changes over time. This data can be used by 
policymakers to develop and implement regulations that 
limit the quantity and number of pollutants released into 
the environment from the coal mining industry. ESB can 
also help identify areas that are mostly at risk of water 
pollution from coal. This information can be used to 
develop mitigation strategies to reduce the impact of coal 
on water quality. The use of ESB to monitor the effects of 
coal on water pollution is important for protecting aquatic 
ecosystems and human health. The data collected by ESB 

can help to formulate policies and practices that reduce the 
negative impact of coal on water quality. 
 
 
Policy implications and limitations of establishing ESB  
 
An ESB can play a critical role in environmental protection. 
Stricter rules for industries that harm the environment and 
polluters can be developed with the help of ESB research. 
ESBs can support environmental impact assessments and 
enforcement by offering proof of past baselines and 
contamination trends. The population, health, and 
adaptability of a species can be tracked over time by 
examining specimens that have been preserved. Policies 
and conservation initiatives for threatened species and 
ecosystems can thus be guided by this information. Before 
they cause extensive harm, new pollutants and 
environmental threats can be identified thanks in large part 
to ESB research. This makes it possible to modify policies 
and implement early intervention to lessen possible harm 
(Koizumi et al., 2009; Chaplow et al., 2021; Fliedner et al., 
2022). 

Another role that ESB can be important is through 
scientific advancement and policymaking. Collaboration 
between scientific disciplines and additional research are 
made possible by the availability of well-maintained and 
documented ESB collections. Policies pertaining to  open  
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Table 2. Companies located in the catchment area and their activities. 
 

Company Activities Nature of pollutants 

Hwange Colliery Company Limited Coal mining, crushing, washing and coking Acid mine drainage, coal dust, mine effluent from washery 

Garplex Mine Coal mining, crushing, washing and coking Coal dust, mine effluent washery 

South Mining Coking Plant A Coking Mine effluent from washery 

South Mining Coking Plant B Coking Mine effluent from washery 

Hwange Coal Gasification Company Coking Coal tar (waste) 

Zimbabwe Power Company Power generation Effluent from ash dam 

Zimbabwe Zhongxin Electrical Energy Power generation Coal dust from thermal power generation 

 
 
 
access can provide data so that well-informed, 
empirically-based policy decisions can be made. 
Funding for ESB infrastructure development and 
research can be prioritized by policy decisions. 
This guarantees data accessibility, specimen 
preservation over the long term, and future 
research opportunities. Standardized procedures 
for specimen collection, storage, and analysis 
among ESBs can be encouraged by policy 
measures. This guarantees data comparability and 
increases the overall significance of study results 
for the formulation of public policy (Küster et al., 
2015; Chaplow et al., 2021). 

However, there is a need for ethical 
considerations. Ethical questions arise when 
research is conducted using specimens taken 
from indigenous territories. When using such 
resources, policies should guarantee benefit 
sharing, informed consent, and observance of 
cultural customs. In international collaborations, 
biosecurity and biosafety must also be taken into 
account. Strong biosecurity and biosafety laws are 
necessary for international cooperation through 
ESBs in order to stop the spread of pathogens, 
invasive species, or dangerous genetic material. In 
order to balance research interests with potential 
commercialization and ethical considerations, 
ownership and access rights to genetic and 

biological materials stored in ESBs require explicit 
policies related to data ownership and intellectual 
property (Liu and Hu, 2014). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
ESB can play a significant part in Zimbabwe by 
providing important data and information on 
environmental pollutants and their effects on 
human health and the environment. Zimbabwe 
faces a number of environmental issues that 
necessitate environmental specimen banking. 
ESB can help to monitor changes in the 
environment over time and identify the factors that 
contribute to these challenges. Specifically, ESB in 
Zimbabwe can help to monitor and track pollution, 
monitor climate change’s effects, protect 
biodiversity, track epidemics and be a source of 
environmental data. The country can start with a 
pilot program then use the findings from the pilot 
the pilot program to implement a fully-fledged 
project. For an ESB program to be successful in 
Zimbabwe, there is a need for commitment of all 
stakeholders as well as a consistent source of 
funding. The success of the Zimbabwean program 
may prompt other countries in the region or Africa 
to implement their own ESB programs as well. 
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