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Once known as the food basket of southern Africa, the one time thriving country of Zimbabwe is now an emaciated, destitute nation. The country of Zimbabwe, now in a state of an extreme economic crisis, has caught the undivided attention of the entire international community. Since gaining its independence from Great Britain in the mid 20th century, food security has been on a steady decline( due to the tumultuous implementation of the fast track land reform, poor agricultural planning, and politically biased allocation of resources. Though Zimbabwean ruler, President Robert Mugabe, and the top officials of the ruling political party, Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF), have only recently admitted to this food crisis, five million Zimbabweans have been in need of immediate food aid for the past four years (The Human Rights Watch, 1). The reluctance of the ruling party to admit to the international community its failures as a state, lays in the fact that blatant corruption surrounds every aspect of the current food emergency. Zimbabwe’s food emergency has been exacerbated by President Mugabe’s politicization of food aid distribution; President Mugabe and those faithful to ZANU-PF have used food as a political weapon. The main victims of this cruel system of biased food aid distribution are those individuals affiliated with the main opposition party, Movement for Democratic Change (MDC). 

Zimbabwe, as a member of the United Nations (UN), has an obligation to respect, protect and fulfill its citizen’s rights to adequate food free from discrimination or politics. Though the international aid community, led by the UN World Food Programme (WFP), attempts to assist those in need in Zimbabwe through this current crisis, the government subsidizes grain through its own program of importation and distribution, managed by the corrupt Grain Marketing Board (GMB) and the biased government’s Food Committee. Corruption taints multiple aspects of food aid distribution in Zimbabwe, and in order for Zimbabwe’s economy, as well as Zimbabwe’s people, to thrive once again, drastic changes from both the current government in Zimbabwe, as well from the international community, have to be made. 

In this paper I am setting out to answer two very important questions: What role should the international community play in responding to the food crisis in Zimbabwe? and How can international actors prevent Mugabe from using food as a weapon against political opposition? Using texts, government documents, and online new sources, this paper will take you on a journey through the present sate of play in Zimbabwe( focusing on the government’s methods of politicization of food aid. 

I will begin by mapping out the origins of the food crisis, which will takes us back to the 19th century. I will then elaborate on factors that have prompted President Mugabe and ZANU-PF to deprive its people of food in order to get votes. I will then outline why change has been so difficult, in terms of unarming President Mugabe and his men of food-aid so that they can no longer use it as a political weapon against their oppositions. Lastly, I will conclude by making some suggestions to both the Zimbabwean government and international community, that I feel, with time and much effort, could put Zimbabwe on track to becoming that thriving, healthy nation it once was. 

Background

Colonial Times

During the 19th century, like many other African countries victim to Europe’s scramble for land, Zimbabwe was colonized by the British. Land( in what was then known as Rhodesia (named after its “founder” Cecil Rhodes)( was apportioned on racial lines, with the white settlers having a disproportionate share of the better land, and the black Africans given the poor, uninhabitable land. In 1931, this division of land was formalized under the Land Apportionment Act (Meredith, 114). This act, which was the law of the land for forty years, dictated that the black population, which numbered one million, was to be allocated a mere 29 million acres of Zimbabwe’s land, whereas the white population, numbering 11,000, was awarded 48 million acres (Meredith, 115). As the population of black Zimbabweans increased drastically, so did the strength of land laws that stripped them of their land rights. In 1969, when about 3 million black Africans populated Zimbabwe, the Land Tenure Act was introduced which attempted to entrench a permanent division of land throughout the nation (Meredith, 116).


During the guerilla war of the 1970s(which was fought under the flag of obliterating white rule and winning back “lost” lands( President Mugabe promised the masses that when the whites were defeated, every African would be given land. Scared at the mass unrest that the guerilla war brought to the land of Zimbabwe, the whites of Zimbabwe, along with the British government, compromised with President Mugabe, handing over political power (Meredith, 119). In terms of land rights, the new black ruling party, under the Lancaster House Agreement, could only conduct land transactions on a ‘willing seller-willing buyer’ basis (The Human Rights Watch, 12).  Though political power was now governed by a black face, much of Zimbabwe’s land was still cultivated by white hands; the colonial legacy of Zimbabwe has not only caused an imbalance on land holding rights, but these imbalances pervade the whole social and economic fabric of Zimbabwe as a whole (Maposa, 24). 

 1980 Independence

Though power was now in the hands of a black Zimbabwean, land ownership, remained in the hands of the white settlers. Two years after Independence, white large-scale commercial farmers, numbering 6,000, held 39 percent of the land, while black small-scale commercial farmers, numbering 8,000, held 4 percent of available land (Meredith, 120). Black farmers did not even have access to profitable land; white settlers possessed most of the productive land. This blatantly biased, and radicalized land distribution, was a nagging problem to the new government of Zimbabwe. Though nagging, the land issue remained unresolved with the silent consent of the new government. 

Though President Mugabe’s political rhetoric was infused with negative sentiments targeted towards whites, no other group received such favorable attention from Mugabe (Meredith, 111). This was mainly due to the fact that  Zimbabwe benefited, in the first decade of Independence, from a view that its geopolitical and economic role was at significant both regionally and in international scope, because of white commercial farmers (Schwartz, 47).

With white farmers( the market-dominant minority( still dominating the agricultural sector of the economy, and producing almost all of the country’s commodities, after Independence, many black Zimbabweans questioned whether the long struggle for  Independence  had all been in vain (Herbst, 37). People were said to have “…lost the trust and respect they had had for political leaders (The Commonwealth Foundation, 7).” People were beginning to see that now instead of their being a white elite, President Mugabe and the top officials of ZANU-PF were becoming the new black elite at the expense of the mass population. Whites of Zimbabwe accounted for three-quarters of the output of the agricultural industry, and produced a multitude of crops and commodities using chic techniques and equipment (Meredith, 111). The rural communities in Zimbabwe are marginalized, for  rural inhabitants have little access to good quality land ( Marongwe, 1). This economic dominance of Zimbabwe’s white commercial farmers is  directly linked to the colonial legacy of  inequitable distribution of land (Herbst, 38).  

Though this colonial legacy was an issue on the minds of the black population of Zimbabwe, it was not until theses masses, near the time of 1990 elections, began to foster open resentment against President Mugabe and ZANU-PF that President Mugabe completely turned on white farmers as the scapegoat for the country’s continued uneven distribution of land (Spierenburg, 215). This is evident in a quote Mugabe made in regard to the white farmers of Zimbabwe, “ It makes absolute nonsense of our history as an African country that most of our arable and ranching land is still in the hands of our erstwhile colonizers, while the majority of our peasant community still live like squatters in their God-given land” (Meredith, 112). President Mugabe’s promotion of white racial hatred proved successful in painting a lucid picture of white farmers as a “greedy bunch of racist usurpers” and re-electing him to another presidential term (Meredith, 123). Consequently, with the success of this re-election campaign came massive, violent, and illegal land seizures of white owned land. 

Emergence of the MDC
As Christina Cacioppo elegantly states in  “The Movement for Democratic Change: An Unequal Partner in Zimbabwe’s Political Process,” “  Mugabe’s tenure can be described using [a]…neopatrimonial definition, for it includes elements of presidentialism, clientalism, and state-resource use.” With poverty levels on a steady increase, under the neo-patrimonial system undertaken by President Mugabe and top officials of ZANU-PF, Zimbabwe was in desperate need for a substantial, opposition party that would speak against these injustices. In 1999, a broad spectrum of interest groups united to create the political party MDC lead by Morgan Tsvangiari (The Human Rights Watch, 14). MDC stood for a more people-driven, less government corrupted, land reform program, and in 2000 rejected and opposed the constitutional referendum that would allow President Mugabe to run for two more presidential terms and also seize white-owned farm lands. Mainly due to the strong objections of the MDC party, this referendum did not pass; this was the first defeat that President Mugabe ever had to deal with. The next defeat that the MDC was responsible for came along during the June 2000 parliamentary  elections. At these elections,  MDC gained 57 parliamentary seats, and 47.5 % of the popular vote (Cacioppo, 31). These elections were marred with violence and multiple fatalities: 35 MDC members were murdered during campaigning (The Human Rights Watch, 16). Though close in margin, many believed that MDC had truly won the election, but that ZANU-PF corrupted the processing and counting of the ballots.

MDC became a huge threat to the perpetuity of President Mugabe and ZANU-PF’s reign. President Mugabe characterized the MDC party as a “front for the whites to resist the moves towards the redistribution of the economic assets of Zimbabwe” (The Human Rights Watch, 14). The government and its military actively pursue MDC supporters under the direct orders of President Mugabe. Supporters are regularly tortured, harassed, wrongly imprisoned and falsely accused of crimes. The repression of MDC extends into media. Zimpapers, which has the largest circulation of any newspaper in Zimbabwe, refuses MDC advertisements because of the party’s  so-called disloyalty to Zimbabwe. The government not only prevents the MDC from being able to exercise their rights to freedom of organization and speech, ZANU-PF has also been  waging a violent campaign to abolish support of the party by any means( including withholding food aid (Cacioppo, 33).

Factors Contributing to Food Crisis
The denial of access to food is a “human rights violation as serious as arbitrary imprisonment or torture” (Ferrett). 

Fast Track Land Reform Program

Land was the main issue during the liberation struggle, and continues to be the most important domestic issue in Zimbabwe (Herbst, 31). It is not a secret that the disruptions to the farming sector resulting from President Mugabe’s land seizure program is the main reason behind reduced food production (Copson and Townsend, 7). President Mugabe’s goal, under this program, was to acquire 5 million hectares of land by the end of 2001 (The Human Rights Watch, 14).  Though the goals of this reform program were applauded by many leaders of other African nations, under the go-ahead from President Mugabe, large scale, synchronized invasions of farms occurred throughout the country. On February 26, 2000(the day of the program’s inception( gangs  armed with axes and “pangas” invaded white-owned farms across the country (Meredith, 167).  The invasions were an important part of a political strategy to combat the growing influence of the MDC and to gain back ZANU-PF popularity and support from rural inhabitants (The Human Rights Watch, 15). This strategy proved to be nothing short of a complete disaster.

White farm occupiers, upon having their lands seized from them, were brought to farms where they received a dismal monthly stipend. These farmers were stripped from any type of formal employment. Aside from those who were taken off their lands, some 200,000 workers were put out of employment due to the commercial farming declines brought upon by the fast track land reform program (The Human Rights Watch, 18). Though many black Zimbabweans failed to receive land as President Mugabe had promised them, the few that did had little resources to make their new piece of land thriving and profitable.

On newly settled farms, the government failed to support inhabitants in the areas of training, equipment, or social facilities (The Human Rights Watch, 18).  These newly resettled farmers, did not own, or had no means of obtaining, large-scale equipment necessary in cultivating land. Among those who were lucky enough to own this equipment, many had little to no training and were ill prepared to manage the sophisticated equipment (The Human Rights Watch,19). Furthermore, due to lack of foreign exchange, farmers on these lands are unable to get ingredients for making fertilizer. Of course, this program completely denied MDC supporters the right to acquire land.

In taking away jobs, leaving capable people landless, and in not supporting new settlers, the  economy of Zimbabwe plummeted. Zimbabwe’s economy is said to be worse of today than in 1980 at independence (The Human Rights Watch, 19). (Below are a few graphs that illustrate this more clearly.) More importantly, food, became a rare commodity in the homes of many, for farms were barren causing many to go hungry. 

Grain Marketing Board (GMB)

The implementation of President Mugabe’s fast track land reform brought about an extreme decline in food production, leaving the masses of Zimbabwe in need of food aid. Though aid should be appropriated on the basis of need, distribution in Zimbabwe is under the direct jurisdiction of the corrupt, and extremely biased, ZANU-PF political party.

 Food distribution falls solely under  the control of the government’s Zimbabwe Grain Marketing Board (GMB). The program and its management task force lack accountability, making judgment of its effectiveness very difficult. Those in charge of distribution(top military and intelligence officials( have also been blamed for diverting grain to sell at inflated prices, pocketing the money for their own personal endeavors (The Human Rights Watch, 2). 

The government only  distributes the little food aid that is available to  areas where people agree to vote for ZANU-PF  (Copson and Townsend, 7). Known MDC supporters are being turned away from grain stations, while ZANU-PF officials  sell  GMB maize to party cardholders at low prices during election campaigning times (The Human Rights Watch, 2). MDC supporters are defined as anyone who is anti ZANU-PF:  those directly affiliated with the party, as well as ex-commercial farm workers, teachers, and urban residents(all who are thought to have  voted at one time in favor of MDC. MDC supporters are also being discriminated against in government-run food-for-work programs. The government uses so-called war veterans and ZANU- PF youth (youth militia) to enforce its food distribution policies. The government  closed relief operations in areas where residents were thought to support the MDC ( The Human Rights Watch, 3).  The GMB goes as far as providing selected store owners with list that dictate who is to receive grain(MDC supporters are of course left off of these lists (The Human Rights Watch, 41). It is clear that the government is using food as a mechanism to gain political support, as well as to punish those believed to oppose their longevity.

Why Change is So Difficult

In Zimbabwe, the politicization of food begins at the very primary stages of food aid distribution. Politicization of food has been reported in at least 33 of the 54 districts in Zimbabwe (Itano). Ruling ZANU-PF officials manipulate not only the distribution of subsidized grain , but also the registration of those eligible to receive international aid (Ferrett). 

Donors Hesitate to Assist

International donors are now hesitant to give food to Zimbabwe, for the threat of it being used as a weapon is extraordinarily high. In a government that revolves around sustaining individual patronage networks,  “starving the opposition into submission” in order to stay in power is something that top ZANU-PF officials are more than happy to do in order to stay in power (Itano). The repeated accusations of political bias in food distribution in Zimbabwe have hampered the UN's fund-raising efforts to tackle food shortages throughout southern Africa (Ferret). The World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) lending has been suspended,  Inflation has been in the triple digits since  2001 (peaking at 599% in 2003) (Copson and Townsend, 10).  

Government in Denial

The government has lost its ability to analyze the root causes of problems and recognize its own shortcomings. Instead it is constantly looking for scapegoats and blaming other outside actors for the present crisis in Zimbabwe (The Commonwealth Foundation, 23).
President Mugabe and top ZANU-PF officials have, up until March of this year, failed to admit that there is a food crisis in Zimbabwe. President Mugabe has lied to  NGOs and  other food aid donors by saying that Zimbabwe was running a maize surplus, refusing any aid to enter the doors of this famine strickened country.
HIV/AIDS

HIV/AIDS pandemic has run rampant through rural areas of Zimbabwe, killing heads of households living children orphaned, and women widowed and helpless. Many clinics and hospitals fail to have the resources or medicine to treat patients; health care, for the most part, is highly inaccessible and unaffordable for most Zimbabweans (The Commonwealth Foundation, 72). Because of these circumstances, the adult HIV infection rate  of 25% has sharply decreased life expectancy (Copson and Townsend, i).  This pandemic has, and continues to, obliterate  the productive adult population across the region (The Human Rights Watch, 9). 

WHAT SUCCESS MEANS/ IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY CHANGE

Zimbabwe is regarded as one off the most highly unequal societies in the world, with the richest 20% of the population receiving 60% of income, and only 10% of income going to the poorest 40% of the population (The Commonwealth Foundation, 8).  With the current GDP real growth rate at a dismal -8.2%, and nearly 70% of its population unemployed, Zimbabwe is a country in need of immediate intervention (Copson and Townsend 2). Condoleezza Rice has labeled Zimbabwe an ‘outpost of tyranny,” and the United States has enforced target sanctions against top ZANU-PF officials since 2002 in response to the widespread politicization of food, to no avail ( Copson and Townsend, i). 

As I conclude, I will suggest certain policy changes(influenced from The Human Rights Watch( that the Zimbabwean and international community should undertake in hopes of alleviating the problem of using food as a weapon. 

Though( and this is true in any food relief program( not all people in need will receive aid. Resources are of course limited, and somewhere a line has to be drawn. But the difference between a fair and politicized relief program is the criteria that are used to make these decisions. The main factor behind aid must be need. 

The Measures that the Government of Zimbabwe Should Undertake

The Zimbabwean government should start by implementing a community-based approach to resettlement to include commercial farms in the planning and implementation process ( Maposa, vi.)

Food should never be uses to sway or reward voters. The government should impress upon the leadership of all political parties that it is prohibited for politicians and party supporters to use food to influence or reward constituents or voters (The Human Rights Watch).

The political biases that revolve around the GMB maize distribution has to cease. The Zimbabwean government should allow all people to buy GMB maize at set prices. There should be easy access to GMB stations, especially in highly vulnerable populations, should. 

ZANU-PF youth, military intelligence, or any type of youth militia should be barred from overseeing food distribution due to the innate biases that they carry towards the opposition. Civil, neutral authorities should oversee the deployment and conduct of the police and other security forces, limiting their involvement to stopping disturbances and responding to public complaints of illegal food distribution activity. 

The government should enhance monitoring of all aspects of the food distribution process. It should track the level of food-insecurity in all communities and monitor the domestic food chain to ensure that GMB grain brought into the country reaches GMB 

Grain milling and flour and bread production should be opened up to all. The government’s public works program, cash-for-work, should be opened to all people in need, regardless of their political affiliation or views. 

Finally, better cooperation and collaboration with the international aid regime is a necessity. The Zimbabwe government should fully support the current United Nations-led effort to create and implement a new set of humanitarian principles to govern current and future feeding programs. 

What the International Community Can Do 


I propose that the United Nations and major international food aid donors, such as the United States (U.S.) and the European Union (E.U.), should continue to fight politicization of food in Zimbabwe through working thru NGOs; under no circumstances should international relief efforts be carried out through government channels. 

Need, here as well, should be the only condition that the donor community should appropriate aid. In particular, farmers who were resettled under the fast-track land reform program should be made eligible to receive food aid from all international sources. Donors that have withdrawn support for programs in Zimbabwe should reconsider their duty, under international law, to help those in need. 

The international community should mobilize resources to supervise and train those responsible for registering beneficiaries. Politicization and discrimination occurs most pervasively during the registration process. 

NGOs staff and local authorities involved in the food relief program should re-emphasize the principle of non-discrimination by talking to communities, local leadership, district and provincial authorities, party members and leaders, and any others involved in the food relief program. These agencies and authorities should help to train distributors as well as those responsible for registration. 

To relieve shortages, the international community, especially the UN, the U.S., the E.U and the U.K., should continue to press for the importation of grain by private entrepreneurs and other organizations. These international actors should advocate directly with the Zimbabwe government for an end to the current ban on this activity. 

The UN and other international relief donors should encourage and assist the Zimbabwe government to comprehensively survey the food-security status of all populations, including those in the ex-commercial farming areas. The findings should be made public and used to better target aid to those who are in need. 

I believe that these suggestions would put Zimbabwe on to the path of economic recovery if fully implemented by all factions of the Zimbabwean government. Though corruption has characterized ZANU-PF since its conception, I believe through international pressure not only from the UN and western nations, but also from SADC nations and the AU, President Mugabe would be moved to allow his people equal access to food. Though a few of these policy changes are far-fetched, I believe that strong policy changes are necessary, and long overdue, for hunger should never be impressed upon a people based on their political preferences. 
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