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Against the odds: Covering 
Zimbabwe in a climate of fear and 
physical danger  
Report of a Mission to Zimbabwe, 9 – 13 June 2008   

1.  Background  

A mission to examine close at hand the media in Zimbabwe was undertaken from 8 
to 13 June 2008 by a team of African media experts. The mission was made up of 
representatives of the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ Africa Office based 
in Senegal), Southern Africa Editors‟ Forum (SAEF), Southern Africa Journalists 
Association (SAJA), the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) Regional Office 
and the Network of African Freedom of Expression Organisations (NAFEO) 
represented by Africa Free Media Foundation based in Kenya.  

The purpose of the mission to Zimbabwe was to ascertain the conditions of media 
and freedom of expression in the country in the light of the arrests of journalists, 
both local and foreign and the deteriorating freedom of expression environment. 
This mission took place in the context of the forthcoming Presidential election run off 
slated for 27 June 2008, and therefore also had the objective to assess the 
possibilities for the media to provide the citizens with relevant information and news 
in order to vote on an informed basis.  

The mission met a number of Zimbabwean journalists, editors and media owners 
working in Bulawayo, Gweru, Harare, Masvingo and Mutare and a cross section of 
representative‟s of local civic organisations working countrywide.   

2.  Current Situation  

2.1. Zimbabwe Harmonised Elections   

On 29 March 2008 Zimbabwe held joint elections for the Presidency, Senate, House 
of Assembly and local government. In the period preceding this election the political 
and economic environment had been characterised by widespread use of repressive 
laws such as the Public Order and Security Act (POSA), the Access to information 
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and Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA), the Interception of communications Act (ICT) 
and the Criminal Law (Reform and Codification) Act (CLRCA). These laws were being 
used to severely curtail the right to freedom of expression, information and assembly 
of the people of Zimbabwe. Apart from the existence and use of these laws, non-
state actors who include war veterans of Zimbabwe‟s war of independence in the 
1970‟s, youth militia and Zimbabwe African National Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU 
PF) supporters have actively engaged in acts of violence against the media and 
opposition supporters.   

The Zimbabwe Government had put into place elaborate processes for the 
accreditation of election observers leading up to the elections with the prospective 
observers having to apply to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs which was responsible for 
deciding which observers would be allowed into the country. The electoral 
management body, Zimbabwe Elections Commission (ZEC), only invited observers 
who would have been approved by the government. Local observers‟ applications 
were dealt with by the Ministry of Justice and Constitutional Affairs which would then 
pass the names of those approved to ZEC for processing.   

With respect to media coverage for the elections, local and foreign media was also 
required to apply for accreditation to cover the elections, with applications been 
dealt with by ZEC for local journalists. Local journalists need to be accredited by the 
government appointed Media and Information Commission (MIC) to get election 
accreditation. Foreign journalists had to apply to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
before being accredited by the ZEC. Despite the fact that ZEC said it would accredit 
all local journalists who produce MIC accreditation cards, many were denied 
accreditation.  

Organisations such as MISA have it on good record that the Ministry of Information 
and Publicity as well as the MIC gave ZEC a list of local journalists who were not to 
be accredited.   

Just like in the case of observers, the government insured that only those media 
considered friendly to the government received accreditation to cover the elections. 
The result was that international media groups like BBC and CNN and South African 
e-TV were denied accreditation.   

The delay in the announcing of the results of the House of Assembly, the Senate, 
and even more so the Presidential ballot count have been roundly condemned as 
inconsistent with the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Principles 
and Guidelines Governing Democratic Elections.    

The final announcement on Friday 2 May 2008 of the Presidential poll results which 
put the opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai at 47,9 percent of the total votes cast, 
Robert Mugabe of ZANU PF at 43,2 percent, has implied the run-off of the 
Presidential vote to be held. ZEC has since announced that the run off would take 
place on 27 June 2008.   



In the aftermath of the 29 March 2008 election, there has been an escalation in 
incidents of reported violence against opposition party activists as well as the 
continued arrests, intimidation and harassment of journalists.  According to reports 
presented at the NGO Forum at the 43rd Ordinary Session of the African Commission 
on Human and Peoples‟ Rights (ACHPR) in Ezulwini, Swaziland, on 3 May 2008, 
around 20 people have reportedly been killed in post election retribution violence 
notwithstanding the more than 450 arbitrary arrests and detentions of citizens 
mostly supporters of the opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) 
including that of 120 ZEC officers.   

This has led many to conclude that the ruling ZANU PF party had deliberately been 
delaying the announcement of results in order to re-organise what have been 
termed forces of terror against the people of Zimbabwe. The violence is mainly 
carried out by the Zimbabwe Republic Police, components of the Zimbabwe National 
Army, the Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO) and the ZANU PF youth militia and 
war veterans.  

The period preceding the run-off has continued being characterised by violence, 
which has claimed many lives, resulted in many injured and property destroyed. 
Many areas in Zimbabwe, especially rural areas and recently (Mid June 2008) urban 
centres have seen an increased violence perpetrated by ZANU PF supporters and 
retaliatory attacks by the MDC in some cases. So called bases have been set in rural 
and urban centres from where youth militia conduct all night political vigils, gather, 
harass and beat perceived supporters of the opposition. Rural and urban areas in 
Zimbabwe are under siege and for many a ZANU PF T-shirt, campaign poster and 
pamphlets as well as a recitation of President Robert Mugabe campaign messages is 
the only guarantor of security.    

By 19 June 2008, the MDC reported that at least 70 of their supporters had been 
killed since the March 29 elections.   

The pre run-off election period has been described by many governments as the 
most dangerous in the history of Zimbabwe and calls have been made by retired 
African politicians, SADC, UN, African and Western countries for the Zimbabwe 
governments to cease the campaign of violence.   

At the time of finalising this report, the MDC presidential candidate had announced 
that he was pulling out of the June 27 run-off, but the government insisted that the 
election would still proceed as planned.   

2.2. Media Environment   

2.2.1. Media Law Reform  

Prior to the holding of the harmonised elections on March 29, 2008, Zimbabwe had 
amended some sections of AIPPA and BSA, as part of the inter-party negotiations 
between ZANU PF and the two factions of the MDC. However, the amendments had 



been dismissed as inconsequential by Zimbabwe media freedom organisation, MISA-
Zimbabwe.   

The government had assured the ACHPR that media would be consulted during the 
process leading to the enactment of the amendments, but MISA reported to the 
ACHPR that no such consultation had taken place.  The Zimbabwe government has 
thus maintained the repressive sections of AIPPA, BSA, and POSA intact and these 
have been used to harass journalists.   

It is AIPPA that was used to ban local and foreign journalists from covering the 
March elections and will likely be used to ban journalists from covering the June 27 
Presidential election run-off. The Broadcasting law has been used to maintain a de 
facto state monopoly of the airwaves through the ZBC. POSA is still being used to 
ban civic society and opposition parties from assembling, marching or any form of 
open protest. At the time of writing this report, Women of Zimbabwe Arise (WOZA) 
activists were in police custody after marching against state repression in Harare.   

Civic society organisations representatives talked to reported that they had virtually 
suspended work in outlining areas and meetings of civic groups are also restricted, 
and offices often raided and staff arrested. It is evident, therefore, that media law 
reform in Zimbabwe remains a critical issue but more importantly, a culture of 
appreciating the necessity, role and place of media in society.   

2.2.2. State Media   

The mission observed that the state media is under severe control by the party in 
power as an exclusive campaign tool. A simple media monitoring of the content of 
the state owned newspapers and broadcast news bulletins over the period of the 
visit show a biased reporting embedded in hate language. The Media Monitoring 
Project of Zimbabwe, in their Weekly Media Update #2008-163, noted “the 
frightening transformation of the public media into becoming the purveyors of 
appalling hate messages against critics of the ruling party and its political opposition, 
the MDC, and particularly its presidential candidate, Morgan Tsvangirai.” The state 
media is thus contributing to the heightening of political tensions in Zimbabwe 
through its reportage, especially making allegations of political violence allegedly 
being perpetrated by the opposition without conclusive police investigations.   

The mission also noted that harassment of journalists at the state media is meant to 
inculcate fear and an unquestioning loyalty within the journalists.  Those journalists 
working for the state media live in fear of being fired or suspended for not showing 
sufficient enthusiasm for the reporting and coverage of the party in power. At the 
time of the visit, seven journalists were under suspension and the ZBC CEO had 
recently been fired. The purge of the state media is meant to remove any form of 
professionalism and create a compliant and unquestioning reporter.   

The mission noted that state media is heavily controlled by the government is used 
as an exclusive propaganda tool of the ruling party. Interviews with media watchers 
and monitors indicated that this situation was not just for the election period, but 



goes back many years. No independent or opposing views to those of the ruling 
party are given space to share their perspectives, but are referred to in disparaging 
remarks by ruling party officials and their supporters. Ruling party supporters include 
the Chairpersons of the MIC and the NIPC who are provided lots of space to write 
articles published in state controlled newspapers attacking the opposition and private 
media and media freedom organisations.   

The state media also carries reportage embedded in hate language, which is 
completely ignored by the MIC whose responsibility includes that of upholding and 
developing the freedom of the press, as well as promoting and enforcing good 
practice and ethics in the media and ensuring that the people of Zimbabwe have 
equitable and wide access to information.   

Furthermore, the continued control of state media by the government is contrary to 
the provisions of the ACHPR Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in 
Africa, especially Article VI4 and VIII (2)5.   

2.2.3. Private Media   

Article VI of the ACHPR Declaration on Principles of Freedom of Expression in Africa 
provides that “State and government controlled broadcasters should be transformed 
into public service broadcasters, accountable to the public through the legislature 
rather than the government”, in accordance with specified principles that include 
guaranteed of editorial independence and protection from political and economic 
interference, among others.   

Article of VIII (2) of the ACHPR Declaration on Principles of Freedom of Expression 
in Africa provides that “Any print media published by a public authority should be 
protected adequately against undue political interference”.   

While the government accuses the independent media of biased reporting, the 
mission heard from owners of independent newspapers that they are struggling to 
survive under crippling state controlled price regime. The government imposes price 
restrictions on newspapers and other publications through the National Incomes and 
Pricing Commission (NIPC). “The pricing of newspapers does not take into account 
the fact that we do not get foreign currency for plates, consumables and newsprint 
from the government” said one senior editor of an independent newspaper. While 
there exist media laws that directly affect the operations of journalists like gathering 
news, other laws and what might amount to economic sabotage is being used to 
silence the independent media in Zimbabwe.  

The harsh economic environment especially adversely affects private media owners 
as they have grapple with rapidly increasing costs of newsprint, print consumables 
and distribution and the need to pay salaries that keep up with the hyperinflationary 
environment with inflation estimated to be above 1 million percent. Additionally, 
almost all production materials are sourced outside the country at high cost using 
scarce foreign currency.  



The economic challenges that the independent media are facing, combined with 
shortages of equipment, print consumables and newsprint, and with the arrests, 
threats and harassment has meant that this media is barely surviving and their 
impact as alternative sources of information severely curtailed.    

The Independent, the Standard, and the Financial Gazette are some of the 
mainstream newspapers that have kept publishing once a week. In the past five 
years, four privately owned newspapers were banned.   

It is important to note that while a few independent newspapers still exist, these are 
seriously constrained in their work hence minimising their impact. The banned 
newspapers included the Daily News the most popular and successful independent 
newspaper in Zimbabwe since 1980. The remaining independent newspapers face a 
plethora of challenges more so violence, intimidation and arrests.   

The Zimbabwean newspaper and some other international newspapers published in 
South Africa are widely read in the county. On 24 May 2008, 60 000 copies and a 
truck belonging to The Zimbabwean newspaper printed outside the country were 
petrol-bombed by unknown assailants. The ZANU PF party and government has 
displayed open hostility towards the newspaper accusing it of being part of what the 
“regime change” agenda. The Zimbabwean newspaper and other international 
newspapers face heavy import duties, payable in foreign currency, imposed on them 
by the government since June 2008, that is likely to prevent them from coming into 
the country.  

2.2.5. Online newspapers and “pirate” radios  

Since the closure and the ban from 2003 of four leading privately owned newspapers 
the general public in Zimbabwe lack access to information, and in particular to 
political related information to empower them to make informed choices. On the 
broadcasting front, no commercial and community media has been licensed to date 
despite legislation providing for such licenses being in place since 2002. As a result, 
many online newspapers have been created and three “pirate” radio stations have 
been covering Zimbabwe from outside: Voice of the People (VOP), SW Africa Radio 
and Studio 7 of Voice of America.   

Only these three short and medium-wave radio stations programmes produced 
outside the country provide an alternative to the state radio and television, ZBC. The 
signals of these external broadcasts are frequently jammed.   

2.2.6. Media Practitioners‟ safety and security  

The mission was told of a disturbing increase in the attack of journalists after the 
March 29 elections, including the brutal assault by individuals wearing national army 
uniforms, on the Zimbabwe Union of Journalists (ZUJ) president, Mathew Takaona 
on April 17 and the abduction of freelance journalist Stanley Karombo6.   



The lack of safety and security for journalists means that many are exercising self-
censorship and those still working are confining themselves to covering urban 
centres as well as non-controversial subjects. Mainstream newspapers are not safe 
as the CIO monitors every activity often threatening to stop the newspaper from 
publishing certain stories. Information about what stories the newspapers are about 
to publish is obtained through spying and paid informants in newsrooms. At the time 
the mission was in Zimbabwe three South Africa media workers were in state prison 
charged with violating the countries broadcasting and telecommunications laws.       

Laws that include POSA and AIPPA are being used with impunity to narrow the 
operating space for journalists. The mission was told that unlicensed journalists face 
a daily task of avoiding arrest. More so, the licensed journalists cannot travel outside 
the city centres to cover rural areas because of fear of security agents and militia 
who have set up base in rural areas. The combined effect is that Zimbabweans in 
general lack access to election related information to empower them to make 
informed choices.   

In interviews with various players in the media as well as civic organisations, it is 
clear that Zimbabwe‟s media is operating under tremendous pressure from the state 
and security agents, as well as non-state actors such as youth militia, ZANU PF 
supporters and war veterans.    

2.2.7. Freelance Journalists   

Freelance journalists constitute an important group in the media fraternity in 
Zimbabwe; they work mainly from the main cities of the country (Bulawayo, Gweru, 
Harare, Masvingo and Mutare). Most of them lost their jobs following the closure of 
four leading newspapers five years ago. They currently freelance for Zimbabwean 
online newspapers, the “pirate” radio stations and for international media outlets.   

“Freelancers battle to get accreditation because you have to belong to a media 
organisation to be accredited; and there is no way you can claim to work for the 
local online newspapers and pirate radio stations and get away with it. Those who 
cannot get accreditation are forced to operate illegally and are usually arrested, 
beaten up and detained,” said one freelancer, who was arrested, beaten up, 
detained, his equipments confiscated; and now released. He faces the court on 
bogus charges of being involved in illegal practice, malicious injury and damage to 
property.  

Under those conditions, normal journalistic investigation becomes a hazardous task. 
More than a hundred Zimbabwean journalists have fled the country. A number of the 
freelancers have had to stop work after receiving threats or being attacked in the 
cyber cafés from where they work. “Do not burn the bridge; you still have to cross it 
when the rainy season is over,” one of them was told on the phone by an 
anonymous caller.   

The mission found that freelance journalists operate under the constant fear of 
being abducted, arrested, detained or beaten up. They have to battle for survival in 



a failing economy that has also placed extreme pressure on the remaining local 
media businesses.  

Freelance journalist Frank Chikowore was arrested in May 2008, detained for over 
two weeks and charged with public violence. Chikowore's crime is that he was seen 
interviewing MDC officials after a bus had allegedly been torched in a Harare suburb.  

Chikowore's home was searched and his laptop, camera and other tools of work 
confiscated. Chikowore told the mission he is living in fear as he is sometime 
followed by unknown persons. Freelance journalists Guthrie Munyuki shed tears as 
he explained the economic predicament that he finds himself in as a result of the 
intimidation he is facing from a named high ranking government official. He stated 
that this has adversely affected his ability to work and earn a living.     

A freelance journalist working from Zimbabwean eastern border town of Mutare told 
the mission of an incident in May when he was abducted, beaten and left for dead 
by unknown assailants. “They told me I was writing negatively about the 
government” he said.  The journalist still had physical and psychological scars from 
the incident.   

2.2.8. Information vacuum  

Zimbabwe‟s media environment as described above is heavily skewed in favour of 
the ruling party and government. Not only are the laws mentioned above used 
against the independent media but the use of extra judicial methods of intimidation 
such as beatings, threats and intimidation have seriously cowed the Zimbabwe 
media. Both freelance journalists and independent newspapers in Zimbabwe say 
they work under a cloud of fear and uncertainly as anything can happen any time. In 
interviews with local journalists this mission heard of sad stories of journalists who 
have been waylaid and beaten up, had their property destroyed and some arrested 
on spurious charges of public violence.   

The repressive media regime has as a consequence of increasing the already state 
enforced information vacuum, where the Zimbabwean population has serious 
difficulties in obtaining independent news and information on the electoral process 
and related developments. Suppression of the media continues with human rights 
organisations that continue their civil education on elections programme by 
distributing wind-up radios are finding that the authorities have demanded that 
villagers in „Listener‟s Clubs‟ hand over their sets or risk being accused of sabotage.  

“People are now hiding their radios in their homes at great risk because they want to 
hear what is really happening in the country,” said media freedom activist. Others 
such as Noel Tichawana, a Harare vendor have been arrested for listening to Studio 
7, a Voice of America daily news programme focusing on Zimbabwe. Tichawana is 
set to appear in court on July 15 2008, charged with being a public nuisance.    



Particularly in the rural areas, the lack of information and well-balanced news is 
evident, witnessing a situation where the citizens have state-controlled mass media 
used a propaganda tool as their main sources of information.  

Reports from civil society organizations indicate that even army barracks and police 
compounds are being instructed to take down satellite dishes and other antennae 
because these allow listeners and viewers to hear and see foreign (subversive) 
broadcasts that are anti ZANU PF.   

“There is just no information going out, especially to the rural areas. Radio signals 
are being jammed and mobile phone networks disrupted so that there is an 
information blackout from any other source apart from government,” a human rights 
advocate stated.  

The arrest of journalists, the harassment of civil society activists as well as the 
blanket exclusion of international media organisations in the electoral period, all bear 
evidence to the restrictive freedom of media and freedom of expression situation in 
the country. By May 5, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) reported the arrest of the 
10th journalist since the March 29 election date7.   

2.2.9. CSOs  

The general working environment of CSOs was also constrained and further 
heightened by the recent communication from the government requesting CSOs to 
stop carrying out fieldwork. There are concerns about food shortages, which are 
further exacerbated by the government ban of food distribution by NGOs.   

While the communication from the government was meant for those NGOs carrying 
humanitarian work, others doing unrelated work seem to be unofficially included at 
they are harassed when found in rural areas.   

At the time of the mission, workers of a media monitoring and advocacy organisation 
were arrested and released after four days. They were arrested for allegedly 
organising an “illegal meeting”.   

“There was a time when we had to inform the police that we were holding a civic 
education meeting, but this fell away some time ago. Despite this we always tell 
them long in advance when we are to hold our meetings and what the subject 
matter is,” said the released advocate adding: “This time it was a senior 
superintendent in the police that made the arrest and he did not even know why he 
was arresting us. He had to constantly speak to someone „higher up‟ to get clarity on 
the matter.”  

Some of the organisations were also being raided during the visit of the mission 
resulting in fear spreading among others concerned that they could be also raided 
for working with the media against the government.   

3. Conclusion and recommendations   



The mission came to the conclusion that the media and freedom of expression 
environment is severely constrained and further noted that no proper and 
professional media work can take place in Zimbabwe under the circumstances to 
allow for free and fair elections. The mission expresses its shock at the level of fear 
pervading the Zimbabwe media and society at large. The mission takes note and 
congratulates brave Zimbabwean journalists and independent newspapers who still 
express interest of continuing with their work despite all these daunting challenges.  

3.1. Government  

The mission calls upon the government to:   

1. Stop the arrest and detention of media practitioners and openly condemn any 
cases of harassment of media practitioners by non-state actors and arrest and 
prosecute such perpetrators.  

2. Stop its stranglehold on state media and allow this media to provide the two 
contesting parties equal access and space for their campaigns as provided by the AU 
charter on democracy8 and SADC Principles and Guidelines Governing Democratic 
Elections.   

3. Allow unhindered access to all journalists and reporters to election campaigns, 
including rallies and other election related meetings.   

4. Allow Human Rights organisations dealing with civic education on elections 
immediate and unhindered access to the rural areas to effectively provide the 
necessary information to the rural masses so that citizens can make informed 
choices in the election. This also relates to media practitioners having unrestricted 
access to the people.  

5. Repeal AIPPA and enact an Access to Information law that meets meet 
international standards.  

6. Allow the operation of the Voluntary Media Council of Zimbabwe established by 
the media10 based on their own Code of Conduct and self-regulatory mechanisms, 
independent of political and commercial pressures.   

7. Earnestly and expeditiously pursue the transformation of state-controlled 
broadcaster, ZBC, into a public service broadcaster as provided by ACHPR.  

8. Amend the BSA to ensure a truly independent broadcast regulator as provided by 
the ACHPR.   

9. Open up the broadcasting sector to enable the licensing and operation of 
commercial and community broadcasting services in line with the ACHPR Declaration 
on Principles of Freedom of Expression in Africa.   

3.2. SADC and AU  



The mission calls on SADC and AU to:   

1. Ensure that the SADC and AU observer missions monitor the reportage and 
coverage of the election process by the state media to ensure compliance with the 
SADC and AU principles and guidelines.  

The AU Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance provides under Article 17 
(3) that state parties shall “Ensure fair and equitable access by contesting parties 
and candidates to state controlled media during elections”.  

The SADC Principles and Guidelines Governing Democratic Elections of 2004 provide 
that “SADC Member States shall adhere to the following principles in the conduct of 
democratic” and state under 2.2.5 that “Equal opportunity for all political parties to 
access the state media.”  

Article IX (3) of the ACHPR Declaration on Principles of Freedom of Expression in 
Africa recommends self-regulation as the best system for promoting high standards 
in media.  

2. Continue to maintain pressure on the government of Zimbabwe to resolve the 
deepening political and economic crisis in the country that affects the ability of the 
media to perform their duties in informing the people of Zimbabwe.  

3. Ensure the SADC and AU observer missions should prevail upon the government 
of Zimbabwe to ensure the safety, security and freedoms of journalists and the 
media in Zimbabwe during the presidential run-off. They should also demand that 
the media be afford access to official sources of information before, during and after 
the presidential run-off election.   

4. Make preparations to assist Zimbabwean journalists and media who might be 
forced into either leaving the country or seeking medical or legal assistance outside 
their country.   

3.3.  International community  

The mission calls on the international community to:  

1. Monitor the situation of journalists and media and ensure that this issue is 
maintained on the regional and international public agenda.  

2. Ensure that political and economical support are provided for journalist and media 
workers under threat and physical risk. 

3. Support Zimbabwe media development through assisting the media itself, as 
national, regional and international organisations involved in media development, 
legal support and training.    

4. Contact Details  



For further details about the mission and report please contact one of the following 
participating organisations:  

Gabriel Baglo, Africa Director, International Federation of Journalists, Africa Regional 
Office, e-mail: gabriel.baglo@ifjafrique.org, website: http://www.ifjafrique.org  

Rob Jamieson, Chairperson, Southern Africa Editors Forum (SAEF), e-mail: 
thechronicle@africa-online.net  

Kaitira Kandjii, Regional Director, Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA), e-mail: 
director@misa.org, website: http://www.misa.org  

Saidou Arij, Coordinator, Network of African Freedom of Expression Organisations 
(NAFEO), e-mail: sabzines@yahoo.fr, website: http://www.mediafound.org  

Sam Mbure, Programme Director, Africa Free Media Foundation (AFMF), e-mail: 
sambure@africaonline.co.ke, website: http://www.freemediafoundation.org  

Mzi Memeza, Coordinator, Southern Africa Journalists Association (SAJA), e-mail: 
mzi.memeza@webmail.co.za -- ZimOnline 
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