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Introduction

As Zimbabwe gears up for general elec�ons in July 2023, civic space is under severe a�ack as incumbent
President Emmerson Mnangagwa of the ruling Zimbabwe African Na�onal Union – Patrio�c Front, who has
been in power since a November 2017 military interven�on, and a subsequent disputed 2018 elec�on, seeks to
defend his presidency.

Over the past few months, numerous cases have been reported about increasing restric�ons targe�ng civil
society ahead of the elec�ons. Restric�ve amendments to CSO law, public vilifica�on of CSOs and foreign
diploma�c missions, raids on CSO ac�vi�es and suspension of CSO registra�on have become
commonplace. Pro-democracy ac�vists and members of opposi�on poli�cal par�es have also come under
increasing repression with arbitrary restric�ons to the rights to freedom of expression, associa�on and a
ssembly. These, among other worrying viola�ons, see Zimbabwe added to the CIVICUS Monitor watchlist.

New amendments cause heightened concern for future of
CSO sector

A new Bill, the Private Voluntary Organisa�ons (PVO) Amendment Bill, if passed, will see CSOs subjected to
�ghter restric�ons and may lead to the undue targe�ng and/or closure of some prominent CSOs such as
Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights (ZLHR) and many others not previously required to register under the PVO
Act. The Bill seeks, amongst other things, to provide the government with unfe�ered discre�onary power to
overregulate and interfere in non-government organisa�ons’ governance and opera�ons. For example, the
provisions of the Bill provide the government with unchecked power to designate any PVO as “high risk” or
“vulnerable” to terrorism abuse, thereby allowing them to revoke a PVO’s registra�on and remove or replace its
leadership. The Bill also seeks to include a provision which will prevent PVOs from suppor�ng or opposing any
poli�cal party or candidate in a presiden�al, parliamentary, or local government elec�on.

The bill represents one of the greatest threats to freedom of associa�on in Zimbabwe and is an a�empt by the
authori�es to target civil society groups that have o�en raised concerns about violence related to elec�ons.
Even before the passing of the Bill into law however, inMarch 2022, registra�on agencies reported that they had
suspended the registra�on of trusts and PVOs un�l further no�ce, ci�ng ‘orders from above’, and raising fears
that the government had unlawfully begun implemen�ng the Bill before its confirma�on into law, in what seems
to be a bid to shut out CSOs from par�cipa�on in the democra�c space, ahead of the general elec�ons.

Related to the above developments, the government also embarked on an in�mida�on and vilifica�on
campaign against civil society and diploma�cmissions which have been suppor�ng civil society to call for review
of the Bill. On 26th March 2022, President Mnangagwa issued a stern warning to civil society actors whom he
claimed are “overstepping their boundaries” by interfering in the poli�cal affairs of the country. According to the
President, many civil society organisa�ons in Zimbabwe have been working closely with opposi�on poli�cal
par�es andWestern embassies with the aim of encouraging a regime change. He warned civil society actors that
they would be kicked out of the country for “destabilising the prevailing peace, unity and harmony through
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dabbling in poli�cs” if they con�nue to act beyond their mandate. Similarly, on 17th July 2022, the president
stated that he would deal with the “gross interference by rogue foreign missions in domes�c ma�ers including
poli�cs and the country’s legisla�ve agenda”, and accused them of interfering with the country’s electoral
processes.

Propaganda by state-controlled media follows CSO
backlash at new amendments

In responding to vocal CSO concerns about the PVO amendment Bill, state-controlled media outlets embarked
on a propaganda and smear campaign agenda, pain�ng civil society as conduits of foreign agents and criminal
ac�vi�es, amongst other narra�ves. On 22ndMay 2022, the state-controlled SundayMail newspaper published
an ar�cle alleging that civil society under the umbrella ‘Crisis in Zimbabwe Coali�on’ were receiving money
through the neighbouring countries of Botswana, South Africa and Zambia in order to undertake
an�-government ac�vi�es, intended to destabilise the country. The ar�cle further accused the CSO of
organising xenophobic demonstra�ons against Chinese investments in Zimbabwe. Another ar�cle published on
24th May 2022 by state-owned paper The Herald a�empts to whitewash the PVO amendment Bill by
emphasizing that the bill only seeks to raise the administra�ve and financial standards of CSOs, in line with the
Financial Ac�on Taskforce (FATF), while conveniently leaving out the ques�onable �ming of the Bill, and its
nega�ve impact on CSO par�cipa�on in the country’s democra�c space. A similar whitewashing approach was
also taken by the Sunday Mail in a separate 22nd May 2022 Ar�cle which praised the Bill for aiming to ensure
transparency, while emphasizing that opposi�on to the Bill is being led by foreign and vested groups who fund
CSOs to undertake poli�cal ac�vi�es that are against the country’s interest. Another Ar�cle published by The
Herald on 28th April 2022 accuses non-profit organisa�ons of receiving foreign funding which is used for
criminal ac�vi�es.

Increasing raids on CSO activities closing space for
CSO participation

In the past fewmonths, several cases of disrup�on of ac�vi�es by CSOs, followed by arrest and deten�on of CSO
staff have been reported, in what may appear to be deliberate efforts by government to prevent and shut out
CSOs from par�cipa�ng in the democra�c processes ahead of the upcoming elec�ons.

On 26th May 2022, reports from a CIVICUS Monitor source indicated that members of the Central Intelligence
Organisa�on stormed a women’s empowerment mee�ng organised by Transparency Interna�onal Zimbabwe
(TIZ) and Shamwari yeMwanasikana, for alleged failure to no�fy the President and Provincial Development
Coordinator. Three CSO staff members were arrested and charged with convening an unlawful gathering in
contraven�on of the Maintenance of Peace and Order Act. Two of them; Benevolence Taguta and Tracy
Mutowekuziva were released that evening a�er interven�on by ZLHR lawyers, while the third, Lisa Mataka, was
released by the court the following day over a defec�ve charge sheet which did not disclose an offence.

Similarly, on 29th June 2022, police officers separately raided several CSO mee�ngs, arres�ng CSO staff
members. In Bindura, officials stormed a mee�ng held by the Mash Central Youth School on Cons�tu�onalism
which was being held in a hotel. They confiscated the a�endance registers and ordered everyone to write down
their residen�al addresses, without giving a reason why they had stopped the mee�ng. Separately, on the same
day, s�ll in Bindura, riot police also raided a consulta�ve mee�ng held by the Ins�tute for Young Women
Development (IYWD), arrested all par�cipants and took them to the police sta�on. The par�cipants were later
released, but three staff members of IYWD were charged with hos�ng a community mee�ng without a police
clearance under the Maintenance of Peace and Order Act. The arrests were made despite the fact that
consulta�ve mee�ngs do not fall under the category of public mee�ngs requiring clearance under the Act.
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Crackdown on opposition undermines democratic
participation

The opposi�on has also not been spared in the ongoing crackdown, as the government embarks on a severe
crackdown on opposi�on party members and their supporters, par�cularly of the newly formed Ci�zens
Coali�on for Change (CCC), who face constant arrests, a�empts at banning their rallies and a�acks from
supporters of the ruling party. This trend was especially seen ahead of the March 2022 by-elec�ons and could
be a cause for concern as the general elec�ons draw closer. This concern is par�cularly heightened by
statements from poli�cal actors, including the president, against the country’s opposi�on. At a poli�cal rally
held by ruling poli�cal party Zanu-PF prior to by-elec�ons, President Mnangagwa told thousands of his
supporters that no opposi�on would rule the country any �me soon.

The period leading up to the by-elec�ons was marred by arrests and a�acks against members and supporters
of the CCC party. A few days before the March 2022 by-elec�ons, on 21st March 2022, members of the
Zimbabwe Republic Police arrested four supporters of the Ci�zens Coali�on for Change (CCC), for conduc�ng
door-to-door campaigning in the KadomaMunicipality. Amonth earlier, inMasvingo on 19th February 2022, the
police arrested 80 supporters of the CCC for holding door-to-door elec�on campaigning.

Similarly, a poli�cal rally held by the CCC party in Kwekwe in late February 2022 ended tragically a�er more than
20 of its supporters were violently a�acked and one killed a�er he was stabbed to death. According to reports,
a group of armed men who were allegedly Zanu-PF supporters, invaded the rally and a�acked the crowd of
supporters with spears, machetes, iron bars and stones.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To the government of Zimbabwe:

• Hold consulta�ons with civil society in a bid to review and amend the PVO Amendment Bill to ensure
it is in line with interna�onal standards on freedom of associa�on and interna�onal principles pro-
tec�ng civil society.

• Reinstate the registra�on of CSOs and allow them to con�nue their work.

• Stop the unwarranted criminalisa�on, public vilifica�on and designa�on of civil society actors as con-
duits of foreign interests.

• Stop the unwarranted disrup�on of CSO ac�vi�es, and arbitrary arrests of their staff members.

• Immediately and uncondi�onally release all those who have been arbitrarily detained in rela�on to
their poli�cal affilia�on.

• Create an independent mechanism to inves�gate the violence against members and supporters of
the poli�cal opposi�on, and hold perpetrators accountable for these acts.

• Create an enabling environment for civil society so they can operate without undue restric�ons, in
line with Zimbabwe's interna�onal human rights obliga�ons.

To the interna�onal community:

• Call for urgent and immediate ac�on to address fundamental rights viola�ons, including the rights
to associa�on, peaceful assembly and expression, par�cularly ahead of the 2023 general elec�ons.
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