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 Introduction  

 Faced with its first election without strongman Robert Mugabe, Zimbabwe’s new 
government failed to rise to the occasion. After Emmerson Mnangagwa was installed in 
power in 2017 through a peaceful coup by the military against Robert Mugabe, Mnangagwa 
ran for election in 2018 in order to receive a democratic mandate, and promised that the 
election would be free and fair.1 However, this election that offered a golden opportunity to 
reverse course turned out to be deeply flawed, with many international observers and civil 
society actors questioning the legitimacy of Mnangagwa’s alleged victory.2 Since the 
election, there have been numerous instances of political repression and human rights abuses, 
suggesting that this new regime employs similar tactics to the previous one.  

 Since the election, President Mnangagwa has launched four dialogue initiatives. These are a 
good start symbolically, but it is unlikely that these will proceed in any substantive or 
effective manner, especially given the reality of the political and human rights situation. 
Amnesty International characterized Mnangagwa’s first year in office as one marked by a 
“systematic and brutal crackdown on human rights.”3 Similarly, UN Special Rapporteur on 
the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association, Clément Nyaketsossi 
Voule, cited a “serious deterioration of the political, economic, and social environment since 
August 2018, resulting in fear, frustration, and anxiety among a large number of 
Zimbabweans.”4 These developments are concerning and disheartening given the potential 
and hope for change that presented itself after the fall of Robert Mugabe.  

 Post-Mugabe: More Continuity than Change  

 Given that the military was the main force involved in toppling Mugabe, it is not surprising 
that the military maintained significant power and influence during Mnangagwa’s first year 
in office. However, contrary to the stated goals and aspirations of Mnangagwa, the military 
continues to maintain significant control even after the “democratic” elections of 2018 that 
should have fully installed a civilian government. Therefore, the military’s role in the 
government is very similar to the role it had under the Mugabe regime. Additionally, there 
has also been substantial continuity due to the Mnangagwa government’s failure to amend or 
repeal repressive laws enacted under Mugabe that severely curtail basic rights. These laws 
include the Access to Information and Protection of Privacy Act (which suppresses media 
and withholds some public information) and the Public Order and Security Act (which gives 
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untold powers to police, often invoked to shoot protestors). Further, these laws are often 
enforced in a partisan manner in order to benefit the regime.5 

 Political Repression  

 While there was some hope to progress past government-led political repression, 
Mnangagwa’s government has seemingly embraced it in order to hold onto power and 
maintain stability in a country facing increasing economic turmoil. Instances of political 
repression have been widespread since the 2018 election, beginning with security forces 
opening fire on opposition (MDC) supporters who were disputing the results of the election, 
resulting in the deaths of six civilians.6 

 Overall, Amnesty International has cited rights to freedom of expression, peaceful assembly, 
and association to be restricted and criminalized, with hundreds of activists and journalists 
having been harassed and detained with charges of inciting public violence.  

 The political repression and abuses that occurred during and following January 2019 fuel 
price hike protests serve as a prime example for the status of democracy and human rights 
under the Mnangagwa government. During these protests, authorities killed protestors and 
shut down the internet in an attempt to prevent the mass mobilization of protestors. While 
these protests were not necessarily about political opposition, the dire economic situation in 
the country is largely attributed to the failure of the government. This crackdown on 
protestors was more widespread and severe than any other instance in the past decade; the 
crackdown included beatings of protesters by security forces, a police raid on a hospital 
where victims were receiving treatment, a military takeover of a police station where 
protesters were detained, and door-to-door raids of civilians.7 Additionally, police used lethal 
and excessive force such as tear gas, batons, water cannons, and live ammunition.8 There 
were at least 17 instances of rape and sexual assault against women by police and military 
officers during the crackdown.9 Doctors attended to 343 cases of people injured during the 
protests and after arrests, with 78 of those people suffering from gunshot wounds. However, 
the true number of injuries is likely higher since many people were too frightened to seek 
medical treatment and most public hospitals were inaccessible to people injured during the 
protests. In total, 17 people were killed by security forces during the protests. As a result of 
the protests, more than 1,000 people were arbitrarily detained, with many experiencing trials 
that did not meet international fair trial standards.10 In the end, 400 people were convicted, 
with 22 being charged with subverting a constitutional government.11 The Mnangagwa 

 
5 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/zimbabwe  
6 https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/01/17/deadly-crackdown-in-zimbabwe-crushes-reform-hopes-emmerson-
mnangagwa-southern-africa-fuel-price-protests/  
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9 https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/09/27/un-expert-shocked-abuses-zimbabwe  
10 https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/02/zimbabwe-ruthless-crackdown-on-freedom-of-assembly/ 
11 https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/08/zimbabwe-mnangagwas-first-year-in-office-marked-by-a-
systematic-and-brutal-crackdown-on-human-rights/ 



government has attempted to avoid blame and rebuke for its actions against the protests, with 
the country’s security minister blaming the opposition MDC party and nongovernmental 
organizations for inciting the violence.12 

 In May 2019, Zimbabwean authorities arrested seven human rights activists at the airport in 
Harare as they returned from a workshop on non-violent protest tactics in the Maldives and 
accused them of plotting to overthrow Mnangagwa’s government.13  

 In August 2019, baton-wielding police assaulted citizens protesting against deteriorating 
socio-economic conditions in the country, arresting 128 of them. This police response came a 
day after they announced that protests were banned, citing that the protests would turn 
violent. Regardless, any banning of protests or violent response to them by the government 
highlights the political repression that occurs in Zimbabwe under the current 
administration.14  

 Abductions  

 Over the past year, incidences of abductions, often of government detractors/human rights 
activists, have become an increasingly common phenomenon, likely in an attempt to silence 
them.15 As of mid-September 2019, there have been 51 abductions, each with similar modus 
operandi: men in masks with military-grade weapons break into people’s homes, abduct 
them, and then torture them.16 It should be noted that abductions are not a new tactic and 
were used under Mugabe.17 However, the severe uptick in abductions in 2019 is worth 
investigating.  

 There have been a few notable abductions of high-profile detractors. Comedian Samantha 
Kureya was abducted from her house and then tortured after publishing a skit on police 
brutality. Kureya was beat with short whips and forced to roll around in and drink from 
sewage.18 Doctor Peter Magombeyi, a key figure in the doctors’ strike for better pay and 
improved working conditions, was abducted and found five days later, bruised and 
disoriented from the abuse he suffered.19 
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 So far there is no definitive answer as to who is behind the abductions in 2019. In fact, of the 
50+ abductions so far this year, suspects have been identified in zero cases.20 This statistic is 
suspicious and leads to accusing and counter accusing.  

 The Mnangagwa government insists that abductions are being conducted by non-state actors 
and that investigations will take place.21 Mnangagwa has also threatened those who try to 
blame the government for the abductions as trying to destabilize his government. In addition, 
Mnangagwa has accused the abduction victims of faking the attacks, stating in September 
that the “government is disturbed by the growing trend of politically motivated false 
abductions in the country which are calculated to put the government in negative light.”22 
Mnangagwa went further, referring to the alleged falsified abductions as “political trickery” 
which he believes “amounts to terrorism.”23 These two accusations by the government are 
hypocritical; sometimes the government says that the abductions are not even happening, but 
rather are staged by victims, while other times the government admits that abductions are 
occurring, but are carried out by the opposition.24 The only common theme between these 
two accusations is that the purported motive of the abductions is to tarnish the Mnangagwa 
government, though the government’s lack of apprehension of perpetrators seems to tarnish 
the government’s reputation in itself.  

 The opposition, civil society, and the majority of international actors blame the Mnangagwa 
government for the abductions. Human Rights Watch Southern Africa states that “all 
indications are pointing to state actors being behind the abductions,” providing three reasons 
to support the statement. First, the abductees are government critics, activists, or trade union 
leaders challenging the government to offer better wages. Second, abductors are always 
armed and often have military-grade weapons, such as AK-47’s. In fact, some of these armed 
men have spoken with government authority about dealing with elements threatening 
national security. Third, not a single arrest has been made in connection with the abductions, 
essentially signaling that the police are not investigating with any level of depth or care. 
Further, Human Rights Watch Southern Africa claims that the government’s motive is to 
strike fear in government critics and to prevent people from organizing protests against the 
government.25 Overall, while it is likely that the Mnangagwa government is the perpetrator of 
the abductions, it is clearer that the government is not doing enough to protect its citizens and 
investigate cases of torture, allegations which alone deserve rebuke of the government.26  

 Sanctions 

 Zimbabwe is still subject to sanctions that date back to the Mugabe era. Sanctions were 
expected to be lifted after the fall of Mugabe, but were extended with conditions that they 
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would remain until the Mnangagwa government allows protests and changes laws that 
restrict media freedoms.  

 US sanctions in Zimbabwe are composed of financial and travel restrictions against selected 
individuals and entities.27 In total, 85 Zimbabweans and 56 companies (mostly linked to 
these individuals) are subject to these sanctions that block any holdings these companies and 
individuals may have in the US and prohibit Americans from doing business with them. The 
US maintains that there are no broad economic sanctions, no nationwide punishments, and no 
crippling outside impositions.  

 The Mnangagwa government’s position on sanctions seems to have shifted since taking 
office in 2017, with the government currently employing a severely negative tone. In 2017, 
Mnangagwa told the country to stop mourning about the sanctions, but now he uses the 
sanctions as a rallying cry, just like Mugabe, and blames them for the collapsing economy 
instead of taking blame for his government’s failures.28 Mnangagwa claims that the sanctions 
are neither smart nor targeted, and have dire impacts and consequences on the daily lives of 
Zimbabweans.29 The Mnangagwa government has claimed that the sanctions are actually a 
punishment for its seizures of white-owned farms.30 While the government is taking some 
responsibility here, it is trying to narrow the blame to a policy that many Zimbabweans may 
support, instead of taking responsibility for the overall ineptitude and abuses of the 
government. Additionally, the Mnangagwa government has specifically stated that US 
sanctions (in contrast to EU sanctions) are the most devastating because they bar US officials 
at the IMF and World Bank from voting for debt relief or fresh lending for Zimbabwe.31 

 The main opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), has stated that the 
sanctions are not the cause of the country’s economic crisis.32 

 The US government continues to reiterate that its sanctions have no impact on the economy, 
and that blaming the economic collapse on sanctions is a useful fiction used to promote the 
country’s authoritarian elites in the midst of their failures. 33 34 The US has continued to 
promote its stance to the Zimbabwean people. In October 2019, US Ambassador to 
Zimbabwe, Brian A. Nichols, posted an op-ed in a private Zimbabwean newspaper, 
Newsday, claiming that “the greatest sanctions on Zimbabwe are the limitations that the 
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30 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-zimbabwe-economy/zimbabwe-government-workers-plan-pay-protest-as-
economy-slumps-idUSKBN1XA200  
31 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-zimbabwe-economy/zimbabwe-government-workers-plan-pay-protest-as-
economy-slumps-idUSKBN1XA200  
32 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-zimbabwe-economy/zimbabwe-government-workers-plan-pay-protest-as-
economy-slumps-idUSKBN1XA200  
33 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-50192319 
34 https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2019/10/24/sorry-west-isnt-responsible-zimbabwes-continuing-
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country places on itself.”35 Nichols cited the fact that the US remains the largest donor to 
Zimbabwe, and that corruption and lack of reform in the country are dragging down the 
economy.36 

 In March 2019, President Trump extended the sanctions on 141 entities and individuals for a 
period of one year, signaling that a potential US lifting of sanctions was no longer a 
possibility.37 In October 2019, the US imposed further sanctions, specifically targeting 
Zimbabwe’s state security minister amid human rights concerns. Along with this new 
sanction, the US State Department called on Zimbabwe’s government to “hold accountable 
officials responsible for human rights violations.”38 

 The Southern African Development Community, of which Zimbabwe is a member, claims 
that “illegal sanctions” have an adverse impact on the Zimbabwean economy and the region 
as a whole, and therefore have called for an immediate lifting of the sanctions. The SADC 
has even gone as far to blame NGOs for causing destabilization in the country. Thus, the 
SADC completely ignores the government’s failure in the economy and its disregard for 
democracy and human rights. As a result, the SADC is running the risk of setting an 
incredibly low bar for democracy in Southern Africa. Tafi Mhaka, a political and human 
rights commentator based in South Africa, argued that “a distorted brand of pan-Africanism, 
where the voluntary, self-gratifying need to maintain old, wartime relationships trumps 
people-centred necessities and expressions, will obviously fail and simply cause further 
widespread social, economic and political instability in southern Africa.”39 The SADC 
should be rebuking Zimbabwe’s government and developing their own capacity to monitor 
issues in Zimbabwe since ignoring these problems can negatively impact the SADC in the 
long run, especially given that the current government in Zimbabwe is allowing for complete 
economic deterioration.  

Recently, the SADC has planned events to protest Western sanctions, declaring October 25, 
2019 to be Zimbabwe Solidarity Day.40 

 The Zimbabwean government used October 25 to host a state sponsored festival and public 
holiday to protest US sanctions. The government provided free busing to Harare, fried 
chicken, potato chips, and carbonated drinks to those who participated in the activities, which 
included an anti-sanctions march, a soccer match of the country’s two biggest teams, and an 
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37 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-zimbabwe-economy/zimbabwe-government-workers-plan-pay-protest-as-
economy-slumps-idUSKBN1XA200 
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all-night concert.41 42 The signs at the march described Western sanctions as “evil” and 
“weapons of mass destruction to mankind,” though far fewer people showed up to the protest 
than expected.43 44 Only 15,000 to 20,000 people attended the festivities in a stadium with a 
capacity of 60,000.45 On that day in Harare, many people just went about their daily 
business.46 For those that did participate, some only did so because they like free holidays.47  

 Proposed Laws and their Violations of Human Rights 

 The Mnangagwa government is planning to enact a law that will specify countries that 
enacted sanctions on Zimbabwe as “enemies of the State” and will criminalize any 
Zimbabwean working with those countries. The ZANU-PF (the ruling party and party of 
Mnangagwa) Chief Whip in Parliament, Pupurao Togarepi, elaborated on further proposed 
laws. Togarepi stated that ZANU-PF is considering enacting a law that would make it illegal 
for Zimbabwean citizens to call for sanctions against the country and illegal to be found 
partaking in any suspicious engagement with foreign enemies of the country. Togarepi also 
said that certain members of the opposition will not be allowed to debate issues concerning 
the people of Zimbabwe because the opposition “wants all of them dead.” Lastly, Togarepi 
announced that the ZANU-PF-controlled parliament is devising a law that would arrest any 
Zimbabwean citizen that goes around sharing bad things about Zimbabwe, though the details 
of this proposed law are currently unclear.  

 Forced Labor in Diamond Mining  

 The US has claimed that Zimbabwe is using forced labor in diamond mining, though the 
Zimbabwean government insists that these claims are lies. In early October 2019, the US 
government banned imports of rough diamonds from Zimbabwe, but the US Customs and 
Border Protection withhold release order failed to provide details of the allegations.  

 The main focus of the illegal diamond mining is the Marange mining region in the east of 
Zimbabwe. This region is estimated to have one of the world’s richest diamond reserves and 
is a vital revenue earner for a country in a dire economic situation. In this region in particular 
the US has cited employment practices in which individuals seeking work in the mines bribe 
security officials to allow them inside the secure area. Once inside, workers are not permitted 
to leave, and those who resist are punished with physical and sexual abuse. In addition, 
access for journalists and rights groups in these areas is highly restricted. However, a group 
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that monitors employment practices at the Marange diamond mines was able to collect 
testimonies from workers, with some describing forced labor practices, while others only 
mentioned physical violence against miners, but no forced labor. This is not the first time that 
Zimbabwe’s government operation in the Marange mines has been the subject of allegations, 
and it is estimated that 40 deaths occur annually in these mines as a result of ill-treatment of 
mineworkers.48 

 Recent Rift in the US-Zimbabwe Relationship 

 After US Ambassador Brian A. Nichols released his op-ed and statement blaming corruption 
(and not sanctions) for Zimbabwe’s economic malaise, Zimbabwe’s foreign minister, 
Sibusiso Moyo, threatened to expel Nichols and to cut off diplomatic ties with the US, 
labeling Nichols an “opposition citadel” and accusing Nichols of political meddling with 
largely unsubstantiated allegations. This diplomatic attack has left relations between the two 
countries at a new low, though long-term implications are unclear.49 A Zimbabwe-based 
analyst, Sharon Hofisi, suggests that there is still space for dialogue and engagement if the 
US takes a less partisan stance, while a UK-based analyst, Alex Magaisa, claims that the US-
Zimbabwe relationship is at an all-time low, even worse than under Mugabe.50 

 On November 1, 2019, the United States Committee on Foreign Relations released a 
statement on Twitter in support of Ambassador Nichols, writing “The US is deeply 
committed to the people of #Zimbabwe. Amb. Nichols set the record straight that culpability 
for Zimbabwe’s dire economic situation rests with its leaders, provided the truth about 
sanctions, & reiterated our strong and lasting commitment to a free & open Zimbabwe.”51 

 These recent exchanges and tensions demonstrate a deteriorating relationship between the 
United States and Zimbabwe at a time when Zimbabwe was trying to re-engage the US. 
However, it also demonstrates significant rifts in the Zimbabwean political sphere, both 
between parties and within the ruling coalition. The MDC criticized Moyo’s response to 
Nichols, arguing that blaming foreign countries does not manifest any benefit, and that 
comprehensive reforms are needed to fix the country and mend relationships with the 
international community.52 Additionally, there is now tension within the ZANU-PF 
government regarding the statement, with Moyo claiming that his scathing statement was 
forced upon him by Mnangagwa’s office. It is possible that Moyo retracted his statement for 
personal reasons in an attempt to prevent being added to the US sanctions list, which would 
prohibit his entry to the US and also freeze his assets. After news broke of Moyo’s retraction, 
Mnangagwa’s officials insisted that the statement did originate with Moyo, and that the 
President and his office had no input in the statement.53 It is not evident which side is telling 
the truth on this matter.  
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 Policy Suggestions 

While it is unclear what will develop in the near future, it is imperative that the United States 
continues to enforce its sanctions and uphold its support for democracy and human rights. 
The United States should promote an end to attacks on political opposition and civil society, 
the elimination of repressive laws, transparent economic management, and election reform 
with meaningful national dialogue. Lastly, while the United States should strive to assist with 
the development of Zimbabwe, it cannot lose sight of the necessary conditions of good 
governance and respect for human rights.   

 


