Zimbabwe running on empty

Mugabe keeping terror campaign in high gear Endless line-ups legacy of last year's rigged election
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Bulawayo, Zimbabwe— "The president is lying," Jacob Undenge says angrily. "Look around you and you will see that Mugabe is not telling the truth. 

"Everything is falling apart," the 34-year-old unemployed hotel clerk adds with a wide, sweeping gesture at the kilometres-long vista of vehicles lined up for gasoline near Bulawayo, Zimbabwe's second-largest city.

Undenge, who asked that his real name be withheld for fear of reprisals, joined the line at 3 o'clock the previous afternoon to refuel his battered but beloved 1974 Datsun. 

Now, next day, the hundred vehicles behind him and the hundred ahead, many with only fumes left in their tanks, await the weekly, sometimes biweekly, arrival of tanker trucks that dole out gasoline in Mzilikazi township.

As the line begins to glacially move again, most throw their ancient cars into neutral, get out and push to conserve every drop of increasingly scarce fuel. 

They do this for hours in the merciless heat. Justice is rough and swift when a queue-jumper tries to edge into the line. The offending vehicle is quickly surrounded by a mob, picked up and moved to the middle of the road — a warning to the impatient. 

The fuel shortage and consequent paralysis of the country's industrial sector is only the most visible indicator of the steady economic decline that grows deeper as President Robert Mugabe's death grip on the country grows ever tighter.

It was one year ago this week that Mugabe won yet another term in a rigged election condemned in Canada and throughout the West.

Today, Mugabe's main rival in that election, Morgan Tsvangirai of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), is on trial for his life, fighting treason charges in a Harare courtroom.

On Tuesday, the U.S. State Department condemned Zimbabwe for using intimidation and violence in a "sustained campaign" to suppress opposition to Mugabe.

State Department official Richard Boucher said more than 100 participants in various political events have been arrested since Feb. 28 while pursuing basic rights such as attending rallies and engaging in free speech

In addition, Boucher said, 23 clergymen were detained while protesting police brutality.

"The government of Zimbabwe has done nothing to address fundamental concerns about human rights, rule of law and basic respect for democratic values," Boucher added. "Indeed, conditions in these areas continue to deteriorate."

"We are hungry," says a 47-year-old mother with a baby strapped to her back as she waits in yet another endless line-up, hoping there will still be a loaf of bread at the end. "There is no bread, no milk, no mealie meal, nothing. 

"Things are not good," she adds, shuffling forward lest she lose her spot in line and a chance at a meal.

The lives of average Zimbabweans have become a series of interminable line-ups for food, fuel and other basic necessities.

The lucky ones, those with wads of increasingly worthless Zimbabwean dollars, turn to the burgeoning black market, where basic commodities can be purchased at mark-ups as high as 1,000 per cent.

Despite tonnes of international food aid donated by Western nations, an estimated 6.7 million of Zimbabwe's 13 million people risk starvation.

Opposition politicians say that's because much of the food aid is being distributed only to Mugabe's ZANU-PF supporters and many of the black marketeers operate in collusion with the police or senior ZANU-PF members, hoarding goods purchased at official prices and selling them for obscene profits.

"Initially, they would ask for cards and people got clever and started to buy ZANU-PF cards," says Abednico Bhebhe, an MDC member of parliament.

"After seeing that, they were very quick to modify the system ... and fish out all those they know to be opposition supporters."

But even as the country suffers critical shortages — not to mention massive unemployment, an alarming HIV/AIDS crisis and violent political repression — Mugabe denies that any of this is happening. 

Indeed, Mugabe is attempting to project to the international community a state of normalcy even as he uses ever-more violent means to silence political opponents, human-rights activists and average Zimbabweans who dare to speak out.
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`We've recorded 590,000 cases of serious human- rights violations ... from arson to assault'

Brian Kagoro, Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition
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In major cities such as Bulawayo and Harare, police use truncheons to routinely break up rowdy and impatient bread and fuel queues.

Most journalists, with the exception of foreign correspondents and reporters for the handful of remaining independent newspapers, are compliant and ignore such events.

"We carry stories that say maize is in abundance, but people are hungry," says a reporter for a state-controlled weekly.

"We keep carrying stories that fuel is on the way, but it never gets here. But if I don't write it that way, chances are I'll get that famous phone call from the professor (Prof. Jonathan Moyo, the minister of information and publicity) and he asks" `Why did you write this?' 

"And then you're told that, if you want to keep your job, you need to know which side your bread is buttered on." 

Foreign journalists are also subject to Mugabe's pressure. 

"Each day when I go out, I don't know what I'll be facing, what kind of harassment, threat of violence or threat of arrest," says Andrew Meldrum, correspondent for the British newspaper the Guardian, who was one of 16 journalists charged last year under the state's new draconian media-control laws.

"And that is what all journalists in Zimbabwe face. But I and many others don't want to give into being afraid. It's simply an attempt to cow us into a state of fearfulness so we stop doing our jobs."

Harrowing tales of arbitrary arrest and torture of opposition politicians and human-rights activists are also increasingly common.

"I was captured by soldiers based in my Nkayi constituency," says Bhebhe, who has been arrested four times and tortured twice, most recently in January

"There was heavy shooting and we were all assaulted. I was with 37 members of my provincial party and we were all thoroughly beaten by the soldiers. 

"We were then taken to the police station and we thought that was the end of the beating, but when we got there, we found ZANU-PF supporters and we were further assaulted as the police watched. 

"I was axed on the head then locked up for two days with no water or food." 

Also in January, MDC legislator Job Sikhala and human-rights lawyer Gabriel Shumba were arrested in a police raid on Sikhala's residence. They say they were held for two days and tortured with electrodes placed on their tongues, feet and genitals.

"We've recorded 590,000 cases of serious human-rights violations ... from arson to assault," says Brian Kagoro, co-ordinator of the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition, which includes more than 350 human-rights groups.

"We've seen rapes and over 180 people have died in incidents of political violence. We've seen a very ugly turn in our politics that is inconsistent with the democratization of the rest of the southern Africa region." 

Kagoro says the terror campaign is being organized by Mugabe's ZANU-PF and perpetrated by police, soldiers and two ZANU-PF militias — the War Veterans, ostensibly representing soldiers who fought for liberation in the 1970s, and the National Service Youth, often referred to as the Green Bombers because of their members' army fatigues.

Despite claims by the government that many youth militia units and training camps have been dismantled, Green Bombers can still be seen roaming the streets of Harare and Bulawayo, terrorizing opponents of the regime, both real and perceived.

The escalating violence began in February, 2000, when Mugabe used these two militias to confiscate white-owned commercial farms, after a national referendum rejected proposed constitutional reforms that would have given the president additional powers.

The farm confiscations — aimed at giving land to the landless — have led to the near total destruction of the country's agricultural sector and failed to win Mugabe the support he thought his "land reforms" would bring. A key reason is that many of the best farms went to senior members of his ruling party.

When opposition parties sought to point out the ruse and win greater political support, Mugabe escalated the terror campaign against them and stole the 2000 parliamentary election as well as the March, 2002, presidential election.

Now, there are growing fears that, as the regime intensifies its terror campaign, the opposition could retaliate and ignite further civil strife.

Says Kagoro of the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition: "One does foresee that the sort of pressure that people are living under, and the sort of deprivation they are suffering, is just not sustainable. Either people will continue to die in silence or, one of these fine days ... people may take the law into their own hands." 
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