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Figure 1.  Southern Africa 

 

Source: Microsoft Encarta Reference 

Library 2002,  Redmond, WA: Microsoft 

Corporation, 2002,  DVD-ROM. 

 

 Over the course of the last two years, a number of disturbing trends have developed in the country of 

Zimbabwe that pose a significant threat to the fragile stability in Southern Africa and which, if they continue, could 

precipitate a large scale humanitarian disaster that may necessitate intervention by the United States (U.S.) and the 

international community.  In addition to increasing political unrest, mainly caused by the repressive policies of 

Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe and the steady decline of the Zimbabwean economy over the last ten years, 

worsening health, demographic, and environmental trends have exacerbated the pressures on Zimbabwe’s 

government and society.  These trends, if not reversed, will most likely result in increased civil disorder within 

Zimbabwe and three potential scenarios could result from this societal breakdown.  The most dangerous of these to 

U.S. interests would be a civil war within Zimbabwe as the potential is high that it would adversely affect the 

stability of the entire region.  The most likely scenario, however, will be a regime change brought about preceded by 

increasing levels of, at times, violent civil unrest.  This regime change could also occur peacefully, although this 

scenario is less likely given the current trends.  A review of Zimbabwe’s history and its current situation will serve 

to underscore the trends which are producing an environment for crisis in that nation. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

 While appendices A and B contain detailed geographic, demographics, political, and historical information 

about Zimbabwe, it is important to highlight some of that 

information here to properly place Zimbabwe’s current situation into 

context.  Zimbabwe is the current name for the former British colony 

of Southern Rhodesia.  As figure 1 shows, Zimbabwe is southern 

Africa and it shares borders with South Africa, to the south; 

Mozambique, to the east, Zambia, the former British colony of 

Northern Rhodesia, to the north; and Botswana to the west.  The two 

major ethnic groups in Zimbabwe are the Shona and the Ndebele, 

comprising 71 and 16 percent of the population, respectively.  

Economically, Zimbabwe is one of the more developed and well 

endowed countries in Africa and was, for a time, second only to South Africa in economic strength.  In addition to 

sound and well developed infrastructure, Zimbabwe has a well educated population, with over 90 percent of the 
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people literate, significant agricultural and mineral resources, and fairly well established industrial and 

manufacturing base for a country at its stage of development.  The country is ruled by an executive president, who is 

both head of state and of government, has a unicameral legislature, and an independent judicial branch.  Given these 

factors – peaceful borders, a well educated populace, significant economic resources, and a 23 year old democratic 

system of government – Zimbabwe is a country with substantial potential to succeed.  Why, given all these 

advantages, is Zimbabwe now in crisis?       

 The answer to the question above lies partly in Zimbabwe’s history and partly in a series of disastrous 

domestic and foreign policy decisions made by President Mugabe, particularly over the course of the last five years.  

Historically, as a British colony, the indigenous black population of Zimbabwe were given few rights and the white 

colonists formed a small elite that possessed a majority of the country’s wealth by running large scale commercial 

farms and mining concerns.  From 1930 to 1960, black nationalists began to agitate for more rights and a greater 

share in the country’s wealth.  In the 1960s, two nationalist political parties, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union 

(ZAPU) and the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU), were formed.  Both parties were outlawed and each 

possessed a guerilla wing that sought to overthrow the established government in what was then Rhodesia.  In 1965, 

Rhodesian prime minister Ian Smith declared independence from British rule and established an apartheid systems 

of government in that country, directly countervailing the wishes of the British government, which desired an 

independent Rhodesia with greater rights for its black citizens, and the international community, which responded 

with sanctions.  Throughout the 1960s and 70s, the Smith government fought against the ZANU and ZAPU rebel 

forces, which had allied themselves by the early 1970s.  Although a negotiated settlement was to bring a moderate, 

black led government into power in 1979, ZANU and ZAPU leaders rejected the agreement, forcing a general 

election which brought the ZANU leader, Robert Mugabe, into power as the first prime minister of Zimbabwe in 

1980.  Throughout the 1980s, Mugabe consolidated his power, eliminating any potential opposition from the ZAPU 

party and pushing through an amendment to the Zimbabwe constitution which established a presidential republic in 

1987, giving Mugabe broad executive authority as the country’s first president.  Throughout the 1980s and 90s, 

Mugabe and his ZANU-PF party ran Zimbabwe with little opposition as Zimbabwe enjoyed one of the highest 

standards of living, by African standards, during this period. 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 
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 By the late 1990s, popular support for Mugabe began to wane and civil unrest began to increase.  In the 

2000 parliamentary elections, the first serious challenge to ZANU dominance of the country developed with the 

formation of a significant opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), under Morgan 

Tsvangirai.  This party formed largely in reaction to the increasing decline in Zimbabwe’s economic situation, 

which many felt could be traced to Mugabe’s poor economic policies and the corruption within his regime.  

Mugabe’s reaction to this challenge has been to enact a series of domestic and foreign policy initiatives that have 

further alienated him from a substantial portion of the population and which have exacerbated some of the 

underlying health, demographic, and environmental factors that have also contributed to Zimbabwe’s economic 

contraction.  By examining each of these trends individually, it will become clear that a complex web of 

circumstances is contributing to an environment where the potential for civil unrest leading to a regime change or 

civil war is becoming increasingly likely. 

 

The Political Dimension 

 After 23 years in power, it is clear that President Mugabe and his ZANU-PF party have no intention of 

willingly transferring power and they actions taken over the course of the last five years to secure their power.  

Realizing that his popular support was waning, principally due to Zimbabwe’s worsening economic situation, 

Mugabe revisited the issue of land reform in 1997.  The land reform issue was a major factor in the revolution that 

brought ZANU to power but it had been put on hold over the intervening 17 years to promote stability in Zimbabwe.  

In 1997, Mugabe designated over 50 percent of the commercial farm land in Zimbabwe for seizure.  While he 

backed away from the immediate seizure of these lands due to an outpouring of domestic and international criticism, 

this was a watershed event in Zimbabwean domestic politics.  Mugabe’s desire to redistribute land was principally 

an attempt to curry favor with both the poor of Zimbabwe’s rural areas and the large mass of underemployed in the 

country.  Since these commercial farms were a major source of wealth for Zimbabwe, Mugabe alienated the mostly 

white farmers who owned these lands and the urban business and intellectual communities.  In February 2000, as 

part of the presidential election, Mugabe attempted to increase his presidential powers, a move which would have 

given him the ability to confiscate land by executive decree.  The voters rejected this expansion of Mugabe’s 

authority and the MDC appeared as the first serious opposition party to the ZANU-PF’s 20 year hold on power.
1
  

For the most part, the MDC is strongest in Zimbabwe’s urban areas while the ZANU-PF retains a great deal of 

support in the rural areas where the major source of information is the state run media.
2
  To counter this political 
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threat, the Mugabe regime embarked on a campaign designed to intimidate the MDC opposition.  Mugabe 

encouraged former military members to occupy white owned commercial farms.  In addition to physical abuse of the 

landowners, some were killed by the occupiers.  Over the course of 2000 and 2001, Mugabe also enacted policies 

that restricted freedom of movement, assembly, and speech, allowed security forces to mistreat opposition members 

and supporters, and began a program of stacking the judiciary with judges favorable to his agenda and ignoring 

judicial judgments that ran counter to his desires.
3
   

 These repressive measures caused a backlash in Zimbabwean society and increased popular support for the 

MDC.  The challenge to Mugabe was significant enough prior to the March 2002 presidential election that Mugabe 

felt compelled to force through laws that virtually guaranteed his reelection as president.  In January 2002, this 

series of laws – the Public Order and Security act, outlawed criticism of the president and increased government 

power to breakup opposition rallies; the Information and Protection of Privacy Bill, which restricted journalist 

freedom; the Labor Relations Act, which outlawed strikes; and the Electoral Act, which banned neutral observers 

from the elections and limited absentee balloting to military and diplomatic corps members – severely restricted the 

MDC’s ability to counter Mugabe.
4
  While the period of the election, from 9-11 March, was relatively peaceful, the 

ten weeks preceding the election were filled with political violence orchestrated by a youth militia sponsored by 

Mugabe supporters.  Acting with near impunity, MDC supporters suffered 54 deaths and approximately 26,000 

human rights violations were documented.
5
  Mugabe won the March election with over 50 percent of the vote.  

While Organization of African Unity (OAU) observers declared the March election free and fair, European Union 

(EU) observers and other groups declared the election tainted citing the campaign of intimidation leading up to the 

election; the arrest of up to 1,400 MDC election observers, preventing them from going to polling stations; and the 

decrease of 50 percent of the polling stations in urban areas, which prevented many from voting as the stations could 

not handle the throughput of voters, despite the extension of the election for an extra half day.
6
   

 The results of the June parliamentary elections offer the most significant indication of how serious the 

political fractures within Zimbabwe are.  Overall, 30 were killed in pre-election violence.  While most of these were 

MDC supporters, opposition members also engaged in violence but, in contrast to Mugabe and the ZANU-PF, the 

MDC thoroughly denounced all acts of violence by their supporters.   Despite another concerted campaign of 

intimidation, the harassment of voters, and the arbitrary removal of voters, mostly MDC supporters, from the voting 

rolls, the MDC actually made major gains in parliament, a clear indication of the popular discontent with Mugabe.
7
  

While previously holding only three seats, the MDC finished the election with 57 seats in parliament and seven of 
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President Mugabe’s cabinet ministers lost their seats, although the ability of the president to appoint 30 seats to 

parliament allowed these ministers to retain their posts.  While the MDC’s gains were substantial, the ZANU-PF 

finished with 62 seats, which, when coupled with the president’s 30 seats, allows Mugabe and his party to control 

parliament.
8
  Despite attempts by South Africa and Nigeria to negotiate a rapprochement between the ZANU-PF and 

the MDC, these talks have nominally failed as intimidation of the MDC continues.  The worsening situation has led 

to calls for some type of unspecified mass action by the MDC leader, Morgan Tsvangirai.
9
      

 

Economic  and Environmental Factors 

 The most significant driver of Zimbabwe’s political situation is the country’s poor economy and the 

prospect of massive food shortages as Zimbabwe attempts to deal with a disastrous land redistribution policy that is 

exacerbating an already fragile agricultural situation caused by a serious drought in southern Africa.  While once 

possessing on of the best economies in Africa, the Zimbabwean economy is now beset with difficulties.  Inflation 

has been consistently above 100 percent in each of the last five years.  Unemployment is at 65 percent with 70 

percent of the population living below the poverty line.  In addition to a serious problem with the flight of skilled 

labor from the country, wages are down an average of 50 percent, in terms of real dollars, from what they were in 

1980.
10

  Gross Domestic Product (GDP) declined by 7.4 percent in 2001 and is projected to decline by 5.4 percent in 

2002.  The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has suspended technical assistance pending the submission of a 

government reform plan and corruption is cited as a major factor in the lack of investor confidence in Zimbabwe.  

All segments of the economy – agricultural, manufacturing, mining, and tourism – have undergone significant 

contraction over the course of the last decade.
11

 

 Of all the economic factors, the issue of agricultural policy has created the greatest strain on  Zimbabwe.  

While the government claims that the southern Africa drought is responsible for the worsening food situation in 

Zimbabwe, government land distribution policy has also been a significant factor in the declining agricultural 

production in what was once the breadbasket of southern Africa.  From 1999 to 2000, there was a 67 percent 

reduction in Zimbabwean cereal production, much of it brought about by the disruption caused by the seizure of 

farmland by Mugabe supporters and price controls instituted on agricultural goods to keep prices on them low.
12

  By 

current World Food Program (WFP) estimates, approximately six million Zimbabweans, half the population, are in 

need of food aid and over half a million are enrolled in food relief programs.  Participation in these relief programs 

is often limited to ZANU-PF supporters.
13

  Further exacerbating a desperate situation, on June 25
th

 President 
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Mugabe ordered farmers on 2,900 white owned commercial farms to cease work on those farms and gave them until 

10 August to vacate their lands so they could be redistributed to the nation’s poor.  This move has occurred during a 

critical period in Zimbabwe’s agricultural cycle and the disruption caused by this will further worsen the food crisis.  

Most likely these farms will be occupied by Mugabe supporters, most of whom have little farming experience and 

will most likely be unable to reap from the same size harvests from the land that the commercial farmers have been 

able to.
14

  The April 2002 harvest will only meet domestic needs for the next four months, which could lead to an 

increase in displaced persons (IDPs) searching for food and could increase the likelihood for a popular uprising.
15

  

While the WFP and the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) report that donor nations are 

responding well to the potential famine in southern Africa, the scope of the problem will become more severe as the 

summer progresses.
16

  Some commentators have speculated that since Mugabe has now secured his position for the 

next two years, he will back away from his hard-line position on land redistribution.  The facts have not borne this 

assessment out; however, as Mugabe is refusing to meet with white farm owners and has reiterated the August 10
th

 

deadline for confiscation of their lands as recently as 20 July.
17

 

 

Demographic Trends 

 In addition to political, economic, and environmental problems facing Zimbabwe, the country must deal 

with a massive health crisis brought on by the HIV/AIDS epidemic that has affected much of southern Africa.  It is 

estimated that over 1.5 million people in Zimbabwe are infected with the virus and this accounts for 25 percent of 

the population over the age of 15.  In addition to the significant financial burden this has placed on the country, the 

average life expectancy in Zimbabwe has declined from a high of 59 in 1985 to 37 in 2001, largely due to the impact 

of the AIDS virus.
18

  The AIDS epidemic has created a significant orphan problem in Zimbabwe and the Mugabe 

regime has seized upon these AIDS orphans to form the core of the militia forces that have intimidated the 

opposition in this year’s elections.  AIDS and the food crisis have also created a significant IDP problem.  On 16 

July 2002, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) estimates there are 

between 20,000 and 50,000 IDPs within Zimbabwe and it is likely that number will grow as more parents die of 

AIDS and the food situation worsens over the course of the summer.
19

  

 

International Pressures 
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 The final trend that works against stability in Zimbabwe is the foreign policy of President Mugabe and the 

reaction of the international community, particularly Zimbabwe’s African neighbors, to Zimbabwe’s situation.  One 

major foreign policy factor working against stability is Mugabe’s decision to intervene militarily in the ongoing civil 

war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DROC).  This decision is highly unpopular with the people of 

Zimbabwe, who largely see it as a drain on the country’s scant economic resources and as a means for high level 

Mugabe supporters to enrich themselves by exploiting the mineral wealth in the areas of the DROC under the 

control of the Zimbabwean armed forces.
20

  Mugabe’s repressive policies and land redistribution policies, have 

elicited widespread international condemnation and have forced the British Commonwealth to suspend Zimbabwe 

from their organization for at least a year.  While largely a symbolic gesture, the internal instability in Zimbabwe has 

scared away investors and has caused many countries to curtail their activities in that country.  Both Nigeria and 

South Africa are putting intense pressure on Mugabe to alter his policies and the leaders of these countries are 

hoping to convince him to accept a UN sponsored land reform plan and persuade him to pursue a policy of 

economic reform and greater freedom.  Thus far, Mugabe has been resistant to outside pressure but it is likely 

Nigeria and South Africa will increase pressure significantly as they feel Mugabe’s actions are jeopardizing the U.S. 

and EU sponsored “New Partnership for Africa’s Development,” which promises to be a far ranging aid package for 

Africa.
21

  Additionally, the countries bordering Zimbabwe, already facing their own food crisis, will become 

increasingly concerned if the IDP situation in Zimbabwe continues to worsen, as it could mean an influx of refugees 

flowing out of Zimbabwe and placing an increased burden on these neighboring countries. 

 

THE SCENARIOS 

 

Most dangerous – Civil war in Zimbabwe 

 The potential exists for a rapid escalation in the current trends that are adversely affecting Zimbabwe.  

President Mugabe will follow through with his land distribution program, further exacerbating the food crisis in 

Zimbabwe and further isolating the country from the rest of the international community.  In giving away land, 

Mugabe will play the final card he has to left to hand his supporters.  As the situation in Zimbabwe continues to 

worsen, Mugabe will most likely turn to scapegoating the opposition as the source of Zimbabwe’s problems and will 

likely impose increasingly repressive measures to counter the threat posed by the mass demonstrations which will 

result from the opposition’s dissatisfaction with Zimbabwe’s political and economic situation.  Over the course of 
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the next year, opposition will be violently suppressed and each new act of repression will see an escalation of violent 

protests on the part of the opposition.  While the MDC leadership currently discourages violence, it will become the 

only tool left to it to counter Mugabe and the ZANU-PF’s complete domination of the political system.  By next 

March, the beginning of what will be an abysmal harvest season, the situation in Zimbabwe will devolve into a civil 

war between Mugabe’s supporters and those who oppose him.  This civil war would create a humanitarian disaster 

of substantial proportions as refugees fleeing the war attempt to enter neighboring countries that have their own 

stability problems.  Countries like South Africa and Mozambique would be likely to close their borders to refugees 

to prevent destabilization of their own countries, thus exacerbating the humanitarian crisis within Zimbabwe.     

This scenario is the most dangerous for the U.S. for a number of reasons.  First, in addition to the human 

suffering it will cause, a civil war will devastate a country that could be a linchpin in U.S. Africa policy.  

Zimbabwe’s many advantages – its educated populace, its sound infrastructure, its agricultural potential, and its 

wealth of raw materials – would undergo significant decline during a prolonged civil war as educational programs 

would be disrupted, agricultural production devastated, and infrastructure allowed to fall into disrepair.  

Additionally, a number of people within Zimbabwe would attempt to flee the country to escape the war, search for 

food, or to receive treatment for AIDS.  The political and economic stability of southern Africa, already fragile, 

would be adversely affected by a Zimbabwean civil war and it is likely countries such as South Africa and 

Mozambique would seek to contain it by either attempting to seal their borders or actively participating in the war.  

The list of indicators for this scenario would be as follows: 

 Economic situation continues rapid decline 

 Food crisis significantly worsens and 2003 harvest is poor 

 Popular discontent increases  

 Mugabe government resorts to overtly oppressive measures to suppress opposition 

 MDC resorts to violent forms of protest 

 Martial law declared in Zimbabwe 

 Neighboring countries increase security along borders with Zimbabwe 

 Opposition parties abandon political alternatives to gaining power 

 Significant increase in the number of IDPs 

 Neighboring countries move military forces to their border with Zimbabwe    
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Most likely – Increasingly violent civil unrest leading to a regime change in Zimbabwe 

 If the trends outlined above continue, instability in Zimbabwe will increase markedly over the coming 

months.  President Mugabe has committed himself to his “fast track” land redistribution program and his 

increasingly repressive regime will alienate him further from many segments of the domestic population and the 

international community.  Mugabe’s policies will continue to disrupt the food supply and degrade the economy, 

causing more widespread misery that will increase dissatisfaction with his regime and cause more popular unrest.  

As Mugabe moves to suppress this unrest through more aggressive means, opposition groups will use increasingly 

violent methods to resist Mugabe’s oppression.  Given the prospects for a poor upcoming harvest, it is likely there 

will be a regime change within the next six to nine months in Zimbabwe due to popular pressure.  This regime 

change could take one of two forms, however.  Most likely an inner circle of Mugabe’s supporters will convince him 

to cede power under a framework negotiated by South Africa and Nigeria.  This framework will most likely call for 

new elections, monitored by the international community, and will be tied to an aid package for Zimbabwe.  While 

this would be the most favorable outcome, another regime change possibility also presents itself.  While President 

Mugabe has been repressive, he has largely attempted to retain a patina of legitimacy on his actions.  If violent civil 

unrest continues over a substantial period, it is entirely possible that some in the ZANU-PF will replace Mugabe 

with a regime that will more ruthlessly suppress the opposition and make Zimbabwe a true authoritarian state.  The 

following indicators list has been developed to monitor the development of this scenario: 

 Economic situation in Zimbabwe continues to worsen 

 Opposition parties begin mass protests 

 Mugabe government becomes increasingly repressive 

 Food situation within Zimbabwe continues to worsen 

 International pressure on Mugabe to change policies increases 

 Opposition becomes more violent in its protests 

 

Potential – Non-violent regime change 

 While less likely, it is possible there could be a non-violent regime change in Zimbabwe.  The MDC is 

currently committed to a path of non-violence in accomplishing its political objectives and may continue a policy of 

non-violent resistance even in the face of increasingly repressive actions by the Mugabe regime and its supporters.  

The trends outlined above will continue to place pressure on Mugabe to change his policies or face an untenable 
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situation.  The food crisis and economic decline will only continue to worsen under his present policies and this will 

only serve to further reduce the options he has available.  In addition to the increasing domestic pressure to change, 

Mugabe will increasingly come under significant international pressure.  While he appears willing to flaunt the 

desires of the European Union and other western organizations, as this increases his cache in the eyes of his 

supporters, it will become increasingly difficult for him to ignore and disdain the calls for change issued by his 

fellow African leaders.  The disbanding of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) two weeks ago and the 

replacement of that organization with the African Union may pave the way for increased political and economic 

accountability in Africa.
22

  Although European and American leaders may have little influence over Mugabe, his 

peers in the African Union may be able to appeal to his ego, convincing him that stepping down and allowing free 

elections would assure him a positive place in history with other post-colonial African revolutionary leaders.  

Indicators for this non-violent regime change scenario would be as follows: 

 Economic and food crises continue to worsen 

 Mugabe government refrains from escalating the level of repression 

 MDC continues to use non-violent protests to pressure the government 

 International organizations continue to pressure Mugabe to change policies 

 Mugabe agrees to resign his office 
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APPENDIX A 

ZIMBABWE FACT SHEET
23

 

 

People and economy 

Location:   Southern Africa.  Northern border – Zambia.  Eastern border – 

Mozambique.  Southern border – South Africa.  Western border – 

Botswana. 

Population: 11, 365, 366 (2001 estimate) 

Population growth rate: .15 (2001 estimate) 

Life expectancy: 37 years 

HIV/AIDS adult 

prevalence: 

25 percent 

Languages: English (official) Shona, Sindebele 

Ethnic groups: Shona (71 percent), Ndebele (16 percent), Other (11 percent), 

mixed and Asian <1 percent, white <1 percent 

Major religions: Christianity, indigenous beliefs 

Average annual income: $480 (U.S. dollars) 

Main exports: Agricultural goods (tobacco, sugar, cotton), Minerals (gold, 

chrome, copper) 

 

 

 

Government 

 

Official name: Republic of Zimbabwe 

Form of government: Presidential republic 

Head of state: President Robert Mugabe 

Head of government: President Robert Mugabe 

Legislature: Unicameral.  150 seats 

Political parties: Two main – Ruling party – Zimbabwe African National Union- 

Popular Front (ZANU-PF), Opposition – Movement for Democratic 

Change (MDC) 

Courts: Highest court – Supreme Court, system of district courts below.  

Law based on English Common Law and African traditional law. 

Military: Army and Air Force – 40,000 (1999 figure) 
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APPENDIX B 

MAJOR EVENTS IN ZIMBABWE HISTORY
24

 

1100-1500 Shona tribal group establishes itself as the dominant group in the area 

which will become Zimbabwe and Zambia 

1500s Portugese traders begin trading with the Shonas 

1830s Ndebele tribal groups, fleeing the Zulu, establish themselves as the 

dominant group in what will become Southwestern Zimbabwe 

1888 Ndebele king grants mineral, but not land, rights to Cecil Rhodes 

1889 Cecil Rhodes’ British South Africa Company is given permission by the 

British government to colonize north of South Africa 

1890-1897 British colonists under Rhodes establish themselves in Northern Rhodesia 

(present day Zambia) and Southern Rhodesia (present day Zimbabwe).  

Indigenous tribes (Shona and Ndebele) are conquered and colonists are 

drawn to the area due to agricultural prospects and mineral (gold) finds. 

1923 Southern Rhodesia becomes a self-governing colony 

1930 Land Apportionment Act passed, restricting black access to land.  

1930-1960 Black resistance to colonial rule grows.  Two black nationalist political 

parties with guerilla wings, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union 

(ZAPU) and the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) are formed 

in the 1960s.    

1964 Ian Smith becomes prime minister.  Wants an independent Rhodesia 

under an apartheid system.  Great Britain will not grant independence 

unless blacks are given more political power.  

1965 Ian Smith declares independence, promoting the international community 

to impose sanctions on Rhodesia. 

1970-1978 ZANU and ZAPU forces operating out of Zambia and Mozambique 

intensify their guerilla war against the Smith led government. 

1979 Lancaster House peace accord signed by all major Rhodesian factions.  

Allows for greater political power by the blacks and guarantees rights for 

the white minority.  Black majority government elected but is rejected by 

the people as being subservient to white colonial rulers. 

1980 New elections are held and ZANU leader, Robert Mugabe, becomes 

prime minister.  ZAPU leader Joshua Nkomo is included in his cabinet.  

Independence is declared on 18 April. 

1982 Mugabe dismisses Nkomo, claiming he is planning revolution.  

Government forces kill thousands of ZAPU supporters, mostly from the 

Ndebele tribal group in southwestern Zimbabwe. 

1987 Mugabe and Nkomo merge their two parties to form the ZANU-PF and 

end the violence in southern Zimbabwe.  Mugabe changes to constitution, 

allowing him to become executive president, both head of state and of the 

government. 

1987-1998 Economy declines.  Rioting, strikes, and dissatisfaction with Mugabe 

regime increase. 

1999 Economic decline continues.  Mugabe’s decision to become militarily 

involved in the Democratic Republic of the Congo civil war is highly 

unpopular.  Opposition party – Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) 

forms. 
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BUILDUP TO CRISIS 

2000  

February Numerous white owned farms are seized by squatters, most of whom are 

former soldiers who act with the approval of the Mugabe regime.  

Mugabe attempt to redraft the constitution to increase his powers is 

defeated in a referendum. 

June ZANU-PF losses seats to the MDC in the parliamentary elections. 

2001  

July Zimbabwean Finance Minister proclaims the country is in an economic 

crisis with foreign reserves depleted and stating a significant potential for 

food shortages exists.  Donor nations and the IMF have cut aid due to 

land seizure program.   

October British Commonwealth minister express displeasure that Zimbabwean 

government has made little progress to honor its commitment to resolve 

the issue of the seized lands. 

2002  

February Law passed limiting press freedom.  European Union imposes economic 

sanctions after the leader of its election observer mission is expelled from 

Zimbabwe prior to the presidential elections. 

March Mugabe reelected president.  Most international observers claim election 

was seriously flawed. 

April State of disaster declared due to food shortages.  

June Parliamentary elections conclude.  International observers conclude a 

campaign of intimidation by Mugabe and ZANU-PF supporters prior to 

the election calls the results in many districts into doubt.  Approximately 

2,900 white farmers are ordered to stop farming their lands and are given 

45 days to vacate them so that a “fast track” land redistribution program 

can be enacted.  
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