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Press Release
Situation Update - Zimbabwe

14th February 2009

URGENT!

A lot of attention has been focused on the charade of Unity Governance over the past week. But the violence that has been taking place in Zimbabwe since the signing of the agreement, culminating in the arrest of Deputy Minister of Agriculture designate and MDC Treasurer General Mr. Roy Bennett on Friday, should be heard as piercing screams of alert to the unfolding crackdown by the state and the complete disregard being shown towards the fragile deal so desperately enforced by SADC. 

Despite assurances to the MDC that Roy Bennett would not be arrested he was picked up and charged with treason. He is currently being held at Mutare police station.  The efforts of protesting MDC supporters, who face police dogs and live ammunition being fired into the air, appear to have forced police to lay formal charges and not simply remove him to the notorious Marondera torture and interrogation centre. The stand off between supporters and police continues.

That this should be taking place at a time when South African President Kgalema Motlanthe is in Zimbabwe is a slap in the face of South African diplomacy. If South Africa fails to speak out and condemn what is happening they will be complicit in what follows. This arrest is only part of an unfolding pattern of violence.

After a non-violent demonstration by Women and Men of Zimbabwe Arise had ended peacefully on Wednesday 10 people were picked up in unmarked vehicles, several of them beaten, and held over night. Another traditional Valentines day protest by WOZA supporters in Bulawayo today ended with the arrest of hundreds of demonstrators attempting to hand out cards and flowers in

support of their call for bread and roses.  Similarly students of the Zimbabwe National Students Union ZINASU in a recent protest over the unilateral declaration that fees would have to be paid in hard currency were beaten, fired on by police and several arrested. The sexual violence and

humiliation of women, including the systematic use of mass rape as a tool of subjugation and a weapon of war, is well documented and adds a frightening element to the psychological and physical damage being inflicted on the countries people. 

The return to prison of abductees Jestina Mukoko, Fidelis Charamba and the MDCs Ghandi from the Avenues Clinic where they had finally been taken following several court orders is further evidence of the disregard and contempt with which ZANU-PF and the state machinery hold the law and the agreement they have signed. 

The story of Mr Chiramba is horrifying, but indicative of the fate of all who fall into the hands of the state security machinery. On the 31st of October 2008, Mr. Chiramba, along with several other individuals, was subjected to an enforced disappearance at around 3:00AM by six heavily armed men. He was subjected to incommunicado detention, heavily assaulted and subjected to beatings on the soles of his feet, put into a deep freezer, then removed, had his clothes taken off and hot water was poured over his genitals. He was made to parade naked in front of female abductees and his physical build was mocked by his captors. He was never given any medical treatment for his injuries. In defiance of two final court orders declaring his arrest and ongoing detention illegal he was kept in prison for a further 55 days until finally being charged. Two further court hearings ordered that he be taken to hospital, these were ignored. Finally on the 6th of February he was taken to a clinic for treatment. On the 13th February he was removed and returned to prison.
To date there are twenty known abductees being held illegally, including Jestina Mukoko and Broderick Takawira from the Zimbabwe Peace Project. The whereabouts of eight other abductees is still unknown, and the state denies all knowledge of them. 

Our partners in Zimbabwe, including Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights and the Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human Rights have raised concerns over the apparent attempt by the state to use these abductees as hostages in an attempt to guarantee the immunity of human rights perpetrators. Many of those incarcerated are dependent on life-saving medication to which they are being denied access.

The arrest of Bennett in particular brings back terrifying memories of the violence that followed the arrest of Joshua Nkomo in the early 1980 and the Gukurahundi massacres of the opposition and its supporters by ZANU-PF that followed.   

Roy Bennett and all political prisoners must be released unconditionally and unharmed immediately. All state institutions must respect the rule of law, human rights, the spirit and letter of the Global Political Agreement. Conduct including the Generals boycott of Tsvangirai’s inauguration, the ongoing failure of ZANU-PF representatives to participate in the Joint Monitoring Committee, the armed invasion by soldiers and police of Yarrowdale Farm, part of the Mazoe estate, and a complete failure to call for violence to end do not bode well for those who are praying that this agreement is anything more than a farcical charade intended to draw attention away from the real business of maintaining a violent grip on power that facilitates unrestrained  profiteering.

That this should be taking place while there are now officially over 68 000 confirmed cholera infections and over 3500 people spread across the SADC member states who have died of this preventable and treatable disease, as well as the absence of a concerted and effective response to the famine gripping Zimbabwe that is affecting over 5 million people demonstrates an utter lack of humanity. 
The people of South and Southern Africa, and the African and International supporters of the Save Zimbabwe Now campaign reiterate the collective demands of the campaign and the Zimbabwean people.

· Stop abductions, torture and all forms of repressive violence and release all political prisoners immediately

· Allow Humanitarian agencies responding to the deepening Cholera and HIV/AIDS epidemic and the food shortages to work in an unrestricted environment. 

· Scrap unjust legislation that restricts the right to organise and tell the world what is going on including the Access to Information and the Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA) and the Public Order and Security Act (POSA).

· Hold all parties accountable to the letter and the spirit of the power-sharing deal signed on 27 January 2009 

· Create the conditions for the adoption of a people-driven constitution and a legitimate free and fair election 

The clear signs that violence is not going to end require the urgent attention of SADC, the AU and global institutions. The need for external monitors who can hold those responsible for violations of the agreement accountable is becoming increasingly urgent. We call on the leaders within these bodies who are not willing to be complicit in the murder of hundreds of thousands of people to campaign vigorously for more stringent action to be taken before it is too late.
Over the next few weeks we will be intensifying our efforts to highlight the violent repression and catastrophic humanitarian consequences of political mismanagement. In a symbolic action aimed at demonstrating solidarity and drawing attention to the great hunger that has swept across Zimbabwe our supporters are embarking on days of fasting and prayer. Kumi Naidoo has already completed a 21 day hunger strike and Nomboniso Gasa has begun her own fast which will also continue for a total of 21 days. 

As an indication of the growing popular support for our demands and the anger and frustration people are feeling already more than tens of thousands of people have pledged to participate in a hunger strike or fasting action and have signed our petition. 

We appeal to each and every citizen of Africa to join our solidarity campaign. Use every opportunity, at work, in your organisations and places of worship, and in your homes and communities to keep attention focused on Zimbabwe and the needs of the Zimbabwean people. 
A piece of signed paper does not bring freedom, but the collective actions of all of us will make a difference. The time to act is now!
Issued by:
The Save Zimbabwe Now Campaign
Please call Emily Wellman on 0722362712 for further information . 
The Save Zimbabwe Now Campaign is driven by a broad collaboration of organisations and movements and has formal support from a wide range of groupings including the South African Council of Churches, Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition the Khulumani Support Group, COSATU, the Zimbabwe Solidarity Forum, social movements from across the region, youth and student formations, CIVICUS, ACTION for Conflict Transformation and the National Constitutional Assembly in South Africa. Popular support for the campaign is growing daily as the situation in Zimbabwe continues to deteriorate.
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