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The hypocrisy of President Ramaphosa calling at the United Nations for the removal of
sanctions against Zimbabwe while himself recognising that Zimbabwe is suffering from a crisis
of misgovernance is only to be expected of the chairman of the African Union.

Like the United Nations itself, the African Union is fatally divided between democracies and
tyrannies so Ramaphosa feels he must compromise and rely on the old policy of ‘quiet
diplomacy’. But in reality South Africa’s attitude has hardened. Its attitude now means: ‘Do this
or you’ll get no more money or co-operation from us’.

How serious the situation now is in Zimbabwe is graphically described in a newsletter by the
human rights campaigner Ben Freeth, who recently returned home after a visit to the UK,
protracted by the lockdown over the Covid-19 pandemic. He writes: ‘In Zimbabwe it was not
lockdown. It had been a time of crackdown – and curfew. I was struck by the desolate dryness
as we drove through the maze of road blocks on the potholed streets. Masked army and police
personnel are out in force to ensure no insurrection and to collect bribes - all in the name of
Covid-19. I was struck how even they were thin. Zimbabwe is facing major hunger with
estimates of two thirds of the population needing food aid by Christmas.
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‘On the afternoon that I arrived I spoke to Martin Grobler. His farm had been invaded at
lunchtime. Twenty-five policemen arrived with guns and, in direct defiance of all international
law, human rights instruments and our own SADC Tribunal Judgment, evicted him. By the end
of the weekend he was off. He has over 100 employees who, with their families, will add to the
hunger problem this year.

‘On Monday I went to meet up with the brave, award-winning journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, and
show him some solidarity in the Magistrate’s Court after 45 days in the most unimaginable jail
conditions. I managed to get in and find Hopewell. The magistrate was late - as usual - so we
had a spare hour or two to chat. He was defiant; but he told me of the conditions he had been
kept in: a cell of approximately 7 metres by 4 metres with 44 people. The usual routine of a
Zimbabwe jail applied: everyone lay like sardines and when one person in the line turned,
everybody had to turn together . . . In the corner is a bucket for anyone needing the toilet.
There’s no privacy, no running water, no soap, no detergent, no masks and as for the social
distancing required in the rest of the world there is instead desperate and unimaginable
overcrowding.

‘Hopewell’s crime was exposing multi-million dollar corruption at the very highest level in a
Covid-19 deal. I chatted to Beatrice Mtetwa too, the award-winning lawyer. She had been due
to go to the UK with me in March but had had to cancel at the last minute. I reminded her of
when she had got me out of the torture chambers at Harare Central years before and we
laughed. You have to laugh. Beatrice has been prevented by the magistrate from representing
Hopewell. The magistrate wants her struck off the legal register so that she cannot represent
anyone. Human rights lawyers are persecuted in Zimbabwe. After several hours the magistrate
finally arrived and remanded the case for another month - just to frustrate everyone.
’

Freeth said he had also talked to another lawyer Dave Drury who told him how two of his
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children had been in jail for displaying anti-corruption and anti-violence placards. His daughter
was released after one night but his son Simon was held for 3 days in the same conditions as
Hopewell.

Freeth continued: ‘Some of those in the cell had been waiting months for a trial; others years even up to 14 years in those inhuman cells without trial or any verdict from a court. Suddenly
though Simon was fished out from amongst the sea of fellow inmates. After the clanking of
doors and turning of keys and other formalities he was suddenly out under the magnificent
African sky. It was then that one of the most heart-rending cries I can ever remember hearing
echoed right up to the stars from a little aperture in the dark, fetid and overcrowded “hole” that
Simon had just left: “Simon, don’t forget us . . .’
(See: https://media.wix.com/
ugd/02876c_20eb97a0877e4f4b8fc9b0d1459c3ced.pdf
.)

Other Points:
- Freeth also talked to the novelist Tsitsi Dangarembga who has been nominated for the
prestigious Booker prize for her latest novel ‘This Mournable Body’ about life in independent
Zimbabwe. She was also recently detained accused of inciting public violence for demonstrating
against government corruption. She told National Public Radio: ‘having become an adult in the
1980s after independence and having experienced the whole hope of the new nation and
seeing the potential, it was really heartbreaking to come to a point where I am told I am not
allowed to exercise my right to demonstrate. And when I do, the weight of the state comes down
on me. It was a very sad moment for me’ (see:
htt
ps://www.zimbabwesituation.com/news/this-mournable-body-a-novel-about-life-in-independent
-zimbabwe/
).
- We are praying for six-year-old Jesse who has been diagnosed with bone cancer. He is
the son of Vigil activist Isabell Gwatidzo and often came to the Vigil with her. If you wish to
contribute to Jesse’s recovery check:
https://gf.me/u/yzqiwz .
- Because of the coronavirus we can no longer physically meet outside the Zimbabwe
Embassy in London, so we have a virtual Vigil while the restrictions continue. We ask our
activists to put on Vigil / ROHR / Zimbabwe regalia and take a photo of themselves holding an
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appropriate poster reflecting our protest against human rights abuses in Zimbabwe. The photos
are uploaded on our Flickr site:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zimbabwevigil/albums/7215
7716142549321
. Our virtual Vigil activist today was
Deborah Harry who kindly contributed to Vigil funds.
- For Vigil pictures check: http://www.flickr.com/photos/zimbabwevigil/ . Please note: Vigil
photos can only be downloaded from our Flickr website.

Notices:
- The Restoration of Human Rights in Zimbabwe (ROHR) is the Vigil’s partner
organization based in Zimbabwe. ROHR grew out of the need for the Vigil to have an
organization on the ground in Zimbabwe which reflected the Vigil’s mission statement in a
practical way. ROHR in the UK actively fundraises through membership subscriptions,
- events, sales etc to support the activities of ROHR in Zimbabwe. Please note that the
official website of ROHR Zimbabwe is
http://www.rohrzimbabwe.org/ . Any other website
claiming to be the official website of ROHR in no way represents us.
- The Vigil’s book ‘Zimbabwe Emergency’ is based on our weekly diaries. It records how
events in Zimbabwe have unfolded as seen by the diaspora in the UK. It chronicles the
economic disintegration, violence, growing oppression and political manoeuvring – and the
tragic human cost involved. It is available at the Vigil. All proceeds go to the Vigil and our sister
organisation the Restoration of Human Rights in Zimbabwe's work in Zimbabwe. The book is
also available from Amazon.
- Facebook pages:
Vigil: https://www.facebook.com/zimbabwevigil ROHR: https://www.facebook.com/Re
storation-of-Human-Rights-ROHR-Zimbabwe-International-370825706588551/
ZAF:
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Zimbabwe-Action-Forum-ZAF/490257051027515
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