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Pre-election update (2)

 15 December 2007 – 21 January 2008

The Zimbabwe Election Support Network (ZESN) continued to monitor all election related developments in Zimbabwe ahead of the March 2008. 

Methodology

This report is based on reports submitted by the trained ZESN long-term observers that were deployed throughout the country. It is also based on media reports and feedback that ZESN has been getting from its provincial representatives and participants at ZESN community workshops. 

GENERAL POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT

The general political environment in the country remained calm and peaceful with no major cases of political violence. There were also media reports that the ongoing talks between the MDC and ZANU PF have reached a stalemate with haggling over the election date and the adoption of a new constitution before the election. While the MDC is insisting that elections should be deferred until a new a constitution is in place, ZANU PF has maintained that the elections will go ahead in March 2008 under the current constitution. The MDC (Tsvangirai) has threatened to boycott the election if its demands are not met. ZANU PF has dismissed this threat arguing that the MDC is doing so as it fears ‘obvious defeat’. 

The MDC officially launched its election campaign on 20 January 2008 at Zimbabwe Grounds in Highfield where it reiterated its resolve not to participate in any election before the adoption of a new constitution.

The Delimitation exercise came to a close and the report was presented to the President on 16 January 2008. In the period under review, the Acting President Joseph Msika signed into law the Electoral Laws Amendment Bill. Changes in the new electoral law include the abolition of monitors in elections as well as the abolition of the secondment of members of the military and the police to the electoral commission. 

There were media reports of a likelihood of a split within the ruling party with media reports in both the state and independent newspapers indicating the existence of factions.  On the other hand the MDC (Tsvangirai) claimed that the party is said to be working towards reunification with the MDC (Mutambara) faction or at least establishing an election pact and has hinted at the possibility of forming a broad alliance with other stakeholders. The MDC (Mutambara) spokesperson Gabriel Chaibva has however dismissed these claims saying that they are not engaged in such talks. 

POLITICAL CAMPAIGNS

Political campaigns were at a low key, with a few campaign activities being reported by ZESN observers in various constituencies. This can largely be attributed to the fact that the period under review included the festive season. The delimitation exercise was also ongoing and the fact that the constituencies were not yet properly demarcated could have resulted in the low-level of political agitation, as candidates were not aware of the constituencies or wards they would contest in. 

Most of the political activities recorded are inclined to intra-party politicking with various candidates jostling to get nominated to represent their own parties. This has manifested into intra party skirmishes. There were reports that in Sanyati constituency, Mashonaland West province, two leadership structures have emerged within the MDC (Tsvangirai) with split allegiances between Lucia Matibenga and Morgan Tsvangirai. 

Morgan Tsvangirai addressed a campaign rally at Nesigwe Business Centre in Nkayi on the 15th of December 2007. The local MP, Abednico Bhebhe was invited to the rally and attended. He later left in a huff irked by the statements that appeared to refer to him as a lost sheep of the opposition. This led to skirmishes at the rally. The police quickly intervened before the situation deteriorated further. Before the rally alleged opposition youths disrupted an SDA Church session alleging that those attending church were selling out by failure to join others who were liberating the country. It is further reported that the police, who argued that it would amount to vote-buying, barred the MDC from slaughtering an ox at the rally. Nkayi is regarded as the MDC (Mutambara) stronghold considering that the party won the majority of the wards in during the 2006 Rural District Council elections. 

The MDC (Tsvangirai) was reported to be carrying out door-to-door campaigns in Gweru rural. The party also opened an office at Gokwe growth point. 

In Mufakose, ZESN observers reported that political campaigns are being characterized by door to door visits by ruling party supporters who are allegedly forcing members of the community to buy party cards. The MDC held a rally on the 15th of December 2007 at Nyava Growth Point, Bindura from 1200hrs to 1400hrs.  About 500 people attended the event and major issues discussed included voter registration, the need to desist from using violence in political campaigns and the partisan distribution of government handouts.

In Mashonaland East, political campaigns are being characterized by the distribution of farm implements by the Reserve Bank and government. The programme has continued throughout the country with people being given ploughs and scotch-carts. In Mudzi East and West, Shamva, Goromonzi and Mutoko North there have been reports that during the distribution of the implements, local ruling party leaders are giving voters the impression that ZANU PF is responsible for securing these implements for the benefit of the community and are thus urging members of the community to vote for the ruling party. The major beneficiaries of this programme in Mutoko North were the local ZANU PF leadership and war veterans. There were also reports from ZESN observers that the Member of Parliament for Harare South was giving Netone phone lines to the constituency residents who attended his meetings. Some of his meetings were held at Glen Norah Community Hall.

In Murewa people are being forcibly driven into campaign camps commonly known as ‘bases’. One such incident took place in Murewa South in Chizanga village on 20 January 2008 where a group of suspected ZANU PF youths forcibly mobilized people to join the campaign ‘bases’.  In Mufakose, Harare ZESN observers reported that some people were being forced to buy party cards by suspected ZANU PF supporters.

In Manicaland, a ruling party Member of Parliament is reportedly taking advantage of the floods to assist the victims and reminding them to remember who has helped them in their hour of need.
 The assistance these people have been getting included being given cooking oil, sugar and grain. There were also reports from Chinhoyi that some aspiring ZANU PF councilors were selling scarce commodities such as sugar, soap and cooking oil to people who could produce proof of being members of the party. As a result most people who wanted these commodities ended up buying the ZANU PF party cards. 

In Marondera West a ruling party senator, donated small grain seeds to women at a gathering at Mahusekwa community Hall. It is alleged that the senator threatened the people that the war veterans would deal with those who did not vote for the ZANU PF party. The ZESN observer for Marondera West reported that the Marondera municipality attempted to levy the MDC for holding a meeting in the open arguing that the meeting was held on council land!

On 18 January the ZANU PF national political commissar Elliot Manyika indicated that the party’s primary elections would begin the following week. He also indicated that the candidates would be chosen through a secret ballot and further outlined the criteria that would be used to choose eligible candidates. 

ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

ZESN assigned its long-term observers to check whether they could access the voters’ rolls at their district offices. None of the observers were able to inspect the roll. The observers had been tasked to visit the District Registrar’s offices in their respective constituencies in order to secure the voters’ roll and information relating to wards.  In most of the district centres visited the officials were co-operative and attempted to assist the observers.  However, a policeman, who indicated that the roll was unavailable, attended to the observer in Highfield. Some were told to come after the delimitation process was complete while others were referred to the Registrar of Voters office in Harare. In another case the observer was told to make a written application to purchase the roll.

The MDC has dismissed the delimitation exercise as a charade even though consultative meetings were conducted with all stakeholders including civil society and political parties.  Allegations from the MDC are that while they made submissions to the delimitation committees, none of their recommendations were taken on board.  Another concern that the MDC raised is that some invitations were delivered late with others arriving after the meetings had taken place. 

The ZESN observer for Gokwe constituency reported that the MDC refused to participate in the consultative meeting after being invited to an impromptu meeting without prior notice. In Masvingo North ZESN observers reported that the party was invited to the meeting when it was already taking place. 

VOTER REGISTRATION

No meaningful voter registration is taking place throughout the country.  In Masvingo Central and Highfield constituencies ZESN observers reported that the registration process only starts at 1400hrs. Similar developments were reported in Chiredzi and Seke in Masvingo and Mashonaland East provinces respectively. 

ZESN observers in the rural constituencies of Gutu North and Zvimba South reported that there was widespread ignorance among rural voters about the possibility of registering as a voter at the district registry offices of the Registrar General. The MDC ward structures in Sanyati are reportedly mobilizing people to go and register but the two staff at the district offices appeared unable to cope with the pressure. ZESN observers in Sanyati and Seke reported that some youthful prospective voters were being turned away from the registration centers and were being instructed to bring their parents in order for them to be registered.

In Guruve South, the shortage of the green waiting passes has adversely affected the registration of voters since one needs an ID card before s/he may register as a voter. Incessant power cuts also affected voter registration in Murehwa South. Voters could not have their ID card photographs taken, as there was no electricity to power the light bulbs necessary when taking ID card photos. 

ZESN also received reports that two MDC councilors in Zengeza constituency were offering cash incentives to youths in order for them to register as voters. ZESN observers reported that some of the voters assisted to register by these two councilors did not have to produce proof of residence but were still able to register.  

CIVIC AND VOTER EDUCATION

None of the 120 ZESN long-term observers reported of ever having seen or heard of the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) carrying out any form of voter education activities.
 The only meaningful civic education campaign is being carried out by ZESN which is continuing with its radio and television adverts in which it is encouraging people to register as voters. ZESN is also using both the independent and private media to flight newspaper adverts of a similar nature. 

In Bulawayo, Radio Dialogue is holding community radio simulations where they are encouraging people to go and vote. CCJP is carrying out civic education workshops throughout the country.  Global Arts Trust, a theatre group, is carrying out voter education plays throughout the country.
USE OF PUBLIC RESOURCES

Observers have also reported the use of the central bank farm mechanization programme for political mileage by ruling party structures.  In Mudzi West and Mutoko North, RBZ officials distributed ploughs to ruling party supporters although they tried to explain that the programme was for the whole community.  Reports from throughout the country seem to be indicating that politicians from the ruling party are taking advantage of the distribution exercise and politicking before RBZ officials can clearly explain that the programme is not political.

The Unity Gala that was held at Zimbabwe Grounds, in Highfield, Harare was also beamed live on national television. The gala is an annual event meant to celebrate the Unity Accord that was signed between ZANU PF and PF ZAPU in 1987. The presenter took advantage of the occasion to urge the viewers and revelers to vote for President Mugabe in 2008.  
NGO ACTIVITIES

There are no significant changes in the operations of non-governmental organizations throughout the country as elections draw near.  It is interesting to note that contrary to common practice during the election campaigns, NGOs and ZESN in particular, are getting invitations from political parties to conduct democracy education at rallies.  On the 21 December 2007 a ZESN community educator in Guruve North was asked to train ruling party supporters gathered at Hambe School on participatory democracy. 

Unfortunately, the same community educator had been harassed and threatened by a ruling party supporter for distributing ZESN calendars and a report was made to the police.
ROLE OF TRADITIONAL LEADERS

In Mashonaland Central traditional leaders took advantage of farm mechanization programme in Shamva on the 4th of January 2008 to urge those present to vigorously campaign for the ruling party. This was also the case in Goromonzi, Mashonaland East where two headmen (names supplied) informed people at a similar function that the ruling party was responsible for providing the ox-drawn ploughs. 
RECOMMENDATION 

Having observed the electoral process during this period ZESN makes the following recommendations:

· ZESN calls on politicians to abstain from vote buying or any other dishonest or unethical election campaign conduct

· The Zimbabwe Electoral Commission should adequately publicise the voter registration exercise and should ensure that adequate resources are allocated towards this crucial exercise.

· ZESN commends Zimbabweans for their tolerance and restraint hopes that they will maintain such a commendable conduct until after the elections. 

� Source: Manica Post 11-17 January 2008, Page 1


� The Zimbabwe Electoral Commission is mandated by the Constitution to carry out voter education.
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