
Franco Henwood, AI UK Zim-
babwe co-ordinator spoke at the 
March Group meeting.  Outlined 
below are extracts from his talk. 

The wave of demolitions of infor-
mal settlements last Spring took a 
lot observers by surprise, perhaps 
because many of them thought 
this was an issue about white 
farmers and land.  What many 
have failed to understand is that 
the country, for the past six years, 
has undergone a human rights cri-
sis.  The talk covered three issues: 

Firstly, an analysis of human rights 
violations; secondly, addressed 
the significance of the crisis; and 
finally, to explored the prospects 
for progress and why we are not 
wasting our time campaigning. 

Race, land and the legacy of colo-
nial minority rule are contributing 
historical causes, arguably the im-
mediate cause of today’s crisis 
dates from the late 1990’s. 

Corruption, economic difficulties 
and a costly involvement in the 
war in the DRC stimulated a grow-
ing challenge to the principle of 
one party rule.  At the end of the 
90’s, a tension emerged between 
a vigorous, thriving civil society 
and an entrenched one party 
state.  The African Commission of 

Human and People’s Rights put 
it: Zimbabwe is a divided society 
with deeply entrenched positions.  
The land question is not in itself 
the cause of division.  It appears 
that at heart is a society in 
search of the means for change 
and divided about how best to 
achieve change after two dec-
ades of dominance by a political 
party that carried the hopes and 
aspirations of the people of Zim-
babwe through the liberation 
struggle into independence.  By 
2000 over half the population 
had no direct recollection of the 
liberation war.  ZANU-PF could 
still bank on its reputation as the 
party that had liberated the coun-
try, but many felt it was time to 
move on. (cont on page 3) 
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Southampton Group  

This News Letter is produced by The Southampton Group of AI.  It may not necessarily 
represent the views of Amnesty International. 

More details from  
John Williams Editor  

AI’s  
VISION 

is of a world in which 
every person enjoys all 

of the human rights  
enshrined in the  

Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and other  
international standards. 

 
AI’s  

MISSION 
is to undertake research 
and action focused on 
preventing and ending 

grave abuses of the 
rights to physical and 
mental integrity, free-
dom of conscience and  

expression, and freedom 
from discrimination, 

within the context of its 
work to promote all  

human rights. 
 

AI’s  
CORE VALUES 
remain those of :  

international solidarity, 
effective action for the 

individual victim, global 
coverage, the universal-
ity and indivisibility of  

human rights,  
impartiality and  

independence, and  
democracy and mutual  

respect. 
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Letter writing guide  
 
*Always be polite.  This rule is essential and invariable.  Your aim is to help, not to relieve your own feelings.  
Governments don’t respond to abusive or condemnatory letters (however well deserved!) 
*Always write your letters on the basis that the Government concerned is open to reason and discussion. 
*It is important where possible to stress a country’s reputation for moderation and justice, to show respect for its 
constitution and judicial procedures, and to demonstrate an understanding of current difficulties.  This will give 
you more scope to point out ways in which the human rights situation can be improved. 
*Follow strictly the instructions given by AI. 
*Never use political jargon.  Don’t give the impression that you are writing because you are ideologically or po-
litically opposed to the government in question.  It is far more effective to stress that your concern for human 
rights is not politically based in any way, but in keeping with basic principles of international law. 
*If appropriate, explain who you are and what you do.  It shows your letter is genuine, and that people from 
varying walks of life are following events in the country concerned. 
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(cont from page 1): The point is that the government chose to resolve this tension by repres-
sion and confrontation rather than negotiation and compromise.  The assault by the govern-
ment was conducted on three fronts.  Firstly repressive legislation, the “Access to Information 
and Protection of Privacy Act, which allows the government to shut down any paper; “The 
Public Order and Security Act”, an attack on freedom of assembly and the “Miscellaneous Of-
fences Act”, which as the name suggests is a catch all act,  The second front operates at 
street level, the aim being to batter opponents into submission, physically and psychologically, 
rather than wholesale murder.  The third front is food or more precisely the lack of food.   
The South African Communist Party commented on the last October elections: “While pushing 
firmly for democratic elections in Zimbabwe, we must be sober in our expectations.  There is 
very little to suggest that Zanu-PF, in particular, is seriously and confidently preparing to lay 
foundations for a democratic process.  Almost all of the indicators are pointing in the opposite 
direction for the moment.  Making the best of a bad deal in the hope that somehow, after a 
flawed election, a victorious Zanu-PF would be more magnanimous would not lay the basis for 
any sustainable resolution of the crisis.” 
There are three aspects to the crisis, firstly, the attempted demolition of one of Africa’s most 
thriving and vigorous civil cultures by its own government; secondly, an extensive violation of 
human rights and thirdly, the sheer scale of the social economic collapse in the country.  The 
point is that the government’s contempt for the rule of law and human rights compounds exist-
ing socio-economic difficulties. 
So what hope is there? 
The crucial regional player is South Africa.  There is no evidence that Mbeki intends to move 
any time soon.  His deadline for silent diplomacy to have yielded concrete results came and 
went in 2004.  The South African Communist party has spoken out, see above, and there is 
evidence that the Zimbabwe government does care what the rest of the world thinks.  For in-
stance it was stung by comments of Tanzanian, Anna Tibaijuka, UN Special Envoy on Human 
Settlement Issues in Zimbabwe, who said that the demolition programme was carried out in an 
indiscriminate and unjustified manner, with indifference to human suffering, and, in repeated 
cases, with disregard to several provisions of national and international frameworks.  The Zim-
babwe government is not immune to criticism, especially criticism from African peers.  And de-
spite everything, a civil society still does survive in the country.  Mugabe is aging and it is 
unlikely that any successor would posses his charisma and status to preserve the current 
status quo. 
There is evidence that AI’s letters work, they keep people safe.  For that reason alone, keep 
the letters and postcards coming.  (I have a copy of the full text of the talk, ed) 
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