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Chiluba has argued that the charges against him were political [AFP]
A Zambian court has cleared  Frederick Chiluba, the former president, of corruption charges after a six-year trial.

A magistrate in the Lusaka court said on Monday that the prosecution team had failed to prove claims that Chiluba had embezzled $500,000 of public funds.

"We are satisfied beyond reasonable doubt that the prosecution failed to prove that the accused stole funds," Jones Chinyama said as he read out the verdict in a six-hour hearing.

Chiluba had insisted that the charges were political, and that he and his associates had been targeted in a political "witch-hunt" backed by the British, Zambia's former colonial rulers.

'Shame and embarrassment'
After the verdict, Chiluba said the case had been backed by "imperialists", following his 2007 conviction in a British court which found him guilty of stealing nearly $50m of state funds along with former aides.

"What kind of a government is this that could put its president at the hands of a foreign land and imperialists?" he told the news agency AFP.

"For seven years I've been subjected to harassment and shame and embarrassment."

The British court found that while Chiluba officially earned about $100,000 during his 10 years in power, he paid more than $1m to an exclusive Swiss boutique for expensive suits.

The case was heard in the United Kingdom as the allegedly stolen funds passed through London bank accounts.

Chiluba rejected the verdict as it had been passed by a foreign court.

Chiluba's prosecution in Zambia was part of a larger anti-corruption drive pushed by his successor, President Levy Mwanawasa, who died last year.

Chiluba's wife Regina was sentenced earlier this year to three-and-a-half years for receiving stolen property. She is appealing against the sentence.
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