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Zimbabwe: Rising from the Ruins? 
 

By Ben Freeth MBE 
 
When I was pondering on what message I wanted to give to you here tonight, I found it very hard. I 
want to give you a message that is true, that is poignant, that is from my heart; that gives you an 
idea of where we are at and where we are going - and where we want to go.  
 
You have watched from afar.  You saw the jubilation nearly 12 months ago during Zimbabwe’s de 
facto coup. You saw Mugabe fall.  You saw our hope.  You saw our joy.    
 
Shortly afterwards, you heard hopeful words from the self-declared president, Emmerson 
Mnangagwa, at at the World Economic Forum meeting in Davos, Switzerland, during January. We 
were desperate to try to give him a chance.  As the months went by, we realised that there was no 
real change.  
 
The Elections 
 
And so you watched our elections of 30th July.   
 
We saw the people’s desire for change.  We saw the fervent desire for a new start.  We wanted to 
start rebuilding our decimated country.    
 
In the rural areas, however, the intimidation continued. The mere threat of a repeat of what has 
taken place out of sight of election observers and the media during previous elections was very real:  
 
The threat of violence, of homes being burnt down, of rural people being denied food aid, of having 
the kinds of dangers that our national co-ordinator, Gift Konjana, described in his presentation - such 
as being arrested and thrown into one of our filthy jails, being tortured or abducted, and even 
disappearing without a trace. All of this is very real. 
 



With more than 10,000 polling stations across the country, the majority being in rural areas, it was 
very difficult for the opposition MDC Alliance to muster and train 20,000 polling agents with no 
money, no vehicles and such pervasive fear.   
 
One of the key problems is that each person has to vote in his own specific ward.  This is alright in 
the urban areas where the voting is watched by election observers and the media, but in the rural 
areas, many of which are very remote and effectively no-go areas, if the ward votes the wrong way, 
the entire ward can be punished.  
 
On election day, the ruling ZANU PF party officials, wielding intimidating exercise books, were 
writing down everyone’s names as they arrived to vote in rural constituencies.  Those voters all 
knew that their names could be married up to the numbers on the polling papers - and that there 
would be retribution if they voted ‘the wrong way’.     
 
Massive rigging apparent 
 
We were very angry when it became clear that there was massive rigging. The V11 forms (which 
summarise everything that would have taken place at a polling station) showed more people voting 
in some rural polling stations than there were registered voters!  
 
Christina Lamb from the Sunday Times messaged me from the street in Harare the day after the 
election when people were gathering to demonstrate.  
 
“They (soldiers) are firing on people!” she said. 
 
“Live ammunition?” I asked. 
 
“Yes,” she replied. 
 
One lady, who happened to be coming out of her shop at the time, was shot dead - in the back. Most 
of the people shot appeared to have been shot in the back.   None of them were armed.   
 
None of the soldiers or police or snipers in the ZANU PF building, or their superiors, got arrested or 
are standing trial.  
 
After the soldiers murdered or injured people like that we were nervous to go out on the streets. 
 
We were extremely sad at the muted response from the British Government.    
 
The Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC), several days after the election, announced the 
Presidential election result – but only after midnight, when the streets were deserted.   
 
The next morning there was a deep sense of gloom that descended over the whole country.  Driving 
around, I saw no joy anywhere.   
 
Emmerson Mnangagwa became President by a margin of less than 40,000 votes when over 4 million 
had been cast.  
 
Constitutional Court challenge 
 



The result was of course challenged by the opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) 
Alliance in the Constitutional Court.  Perhaps there would be hope here?  
 
Army helicopters were dispatched to Kezi, the home area of the Chief Justice, where thousands of 
people were killed during the Gukurahundi genocide [1983-1987] perpetrated by the North Korean-
trained 5th Brigade under Perence Shiri shortly after Independence.   Shiri, who was the first 
Commander of the 5th Brigade, was in one of the helicopters along with Vice President Constantino 
Chiwenga, who had been brigadier of an army unit in Bulawayo organising the logistics for the 5th 
Brigade during Gukurahundi. These two men epitomise the strong arm of the military’s rise to power 
since the coup last November.   
 
Shiri was Commander of the Air Force during the coup and is now the Minister of Lands, Agriculture 
and Rural Resettlement; he is also former President Mugabe’s cousin. Chiwenga was Commander of 
the Defence Forces during the coup and is now Vice President.  
 
Consequently, when it came to the crunch, the judges refused to subpoena the Zimbabwe Electoral 
Commission (ZEC) to get evidence from their server which would reveal - in real time - how the 
election results came in.  A CD revealing thousands of scanned and photographed V11 forms was not 
allowed to be considered as evidence.  The forms confirmed double counting of polling stations by 
ZEC; missed counts of polling stations by ZEC; tally errors by ZEC; and in 1,000 or so polling stations 
there was an unheard of turnout of over 90% of total voters. The votes, unsurprisingly, were almost 
all for Mnanagagwa.   
 
Jeremy Gauntlett QC, our own exceptionally brilliant South African advocate, was engaged but he 
was barred from being admitted to argue the case.   
 
The various invitations and other arrangements for the inauguration of the new President went out 
days before a judgment on the court case had even been handed down. 
 
When the adverse judgment did come out, no joy was seen anywhere. 
 
We had all tried to NOT get our hopes up that there might be change - but they eventually rose 
anyway - and they were dashed once again.   
 
Our new President posted - in his immutable, crocodilian way: “This [election] was a celebration of 
Zimbabwean democracy, a festival of unfettered freedom.”  
 
Right now, in the hard light of day, so much appears so hopeless in Zimbabwe.  God, how we have 
known despair!  Hopes build up - and then they are crushed once again.   
 
We become tumbled and tossed and squeezed out, and we wonder whether anything we have ever 
done in trying to bring injustice to an end is of any use:    
 

 The unjust laws are still in place.  

 The corrupt still rule.  

 Court judgments like those of the Southern African Development Community’s regional 
human rights court, the SADC Tribunal, against the Mugabe regime, are still unenforced.   

 Furthermore, Mugabe managed to shut down the SADC Tribunal - with the support of the 
SADC Heads of State - in 2012.  

 The culture of impunity still continues. 
 



President Mnangagwa (whose totem is the crocodile, ‘Ngwenya’) does not spew out the headline-
making vitriol that typified Mugabe’s rants. But under the surface, the crocodile lurks.  
 
The status quo remains 
 
All opposition political gatherings have been banned - with cholera being given as the most recent 
reason for this. The criminal prosecution of farmers for still farming and living in their homes 
continues. They face up to two years in jail for remaining on their farms and attempting to 
contribute to food security and/or desperately needed foreign exchange.   
 
According to President Mnangagwa, Zimbabwe is "open for business” - but all US dollars in our bank 
accounts are now suddenly worth about a third of a US Dollar.  This is because his government has 
just imposed yet another tax, the latest one on every transaction we do.  The domestic debt was 
US$200 million after the Government of National Unity (GNU) in 2013.  By 2017 it was US$5 
billion. It has now gone to US$10 billion.  
 
Bread is short.  Fuel is short. Hospital drugs are short. Goods are being rationed.  Queues are long. 
Soldiers are now taking bribes at the border instead of the corrupt police.  Prices are rocketing.  
 
At the same time, the budget for ZANU PF’s Annual Congress in December is reportedly US$13.5 
million.  There are pictures of a luxury Bugatti Veyron sports car worth over US$2 million having just 
been imported.  We understand there are 20 new centre pivots going to the farm that the President 
has still never paid for.  There are reports that he has now taken more farms.    
 
So how can we be hopeful? 
 
Externally we are very pleased that we ARE making progress:  
 

 Most recently we have been working with the Americans.  I testified for the second time 
before the House of Representatives in Washington DC.  The net result of this process has 
been the new Zimbabwe Democracy and Economic Recovery Act [ZDERA] - which was signed 
into law on the 8th August 2018 by President Trump.  This outlines what the Zimbabwe 
Government needs to do in order to bring about democracy and a desperately needed 
economic recovery.  One of the specific requirements is the implementation of the various 
SADC Tribunal Judgments.  The Americans will assist Zimbabwe if the country begins to 
operate according to the rule of law.  They will not assist us if we continue down the road of 
lawlessness and being in contempt of court. This is good and right.  We wish that others 
would listen more to people like British MP Kate Hoey, Chair of the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group on Zimbabwe, and be stronger with respect to insisting on fundamental rule of law 
issues. 

 

 In South Africa, in our long list of court cases, we had a most excellent recent hearing in the 
Constitutional Court before the Chief Justice and 9 others.  We were taking to court South 
Africa’s former President, Jacob Zuma, for his part in destroying the right of 280 million 
people to access the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Tribunal - a court of 
justice for the whole region.   

  

 But internally too, I believe that there is tremendous hope.  The hope is not in the President 
or the Cabinet.  It’s not in the judiciary.  The hope is in the ordinary people of Zimbabwe. 
There are courageous people standing up to injustice.  There are courageous people working 
to make things function again.  There are courageous people alleviating the sufferings of the 



poor and giving them hope in the prisons, on the streets, in the poorest places, in the 
schools.  There are more and more brave men and women realising the importance of laying 
the nation-changing Godly foundation of justice - in love - and with a Christ-like willingness 
to forgive and to serve. 

 

 Those of you who were here last time I spoke at the RGS will remember Bishop Ancelimo 
Magaya, a blind bishop, with indomitable courage and 20:20 vision, who gave direction for 
laying foundations of justice and inspiring people to come out from under the cloak of fear.    

   

 We are very humbled and in awe of Chief Felix Ndiweni, Paramount Chief of the Ndiweni 
people, who will be speaking here tonight, a man with such a heart for his people.  He has all 
of our respect.  We honour him because he is one of the great men trying to bring 
independence to his people by bringing them property rights. He’s experiencing persecution 
for this, but he is defiant. 

 

 I am intensely humbled at the long-suffering and tremendous courage and dedication of Gift 
Konjana.  God has not allowed the many storms, the great disappointments and the 
continued injustices, to demolish him.   

 
One of the things Gift does with us is run farming courses to enable the poorest of our rural people 
to feed themselves.   Last year we grew, packed and distributed over 4,000 "feed your family for 
zero dollars” starter packs.  We’ve been demonstrating with Foundations for Farming how with a 
just a hoe and 4 kgs of open-pollinated seed that can be multiplied from one year to the next and 
the next, you can feed your family with zero dollars.  This year we have 8,000 such packs to 
distribute.  This brings hope. We are reaching the poorest of the poor - and in their poverty giving 
them hope and dignity so that they can feed their families.   
 
An open-pollinated seed is an amazing thing of hope.  From one such seed it is very quick to get 
many more seeds:  
     

 In year 1 it can produce 300 seeds [200 grams]:  

 In year 2 those 300 can produce 90,000 seeds [56 kg]:  

 In year 3 those 90,000 can produce 27 million seeds [17 tons]:  half a lorry load. 

 In year 4 those 27 million can produce 8,1 billion seeds [5,000 tons] - or 167 big lorry loads. 

 In year 5 those 8.1 billion can produce 2.4 trillion seeds [1.5m tons]; or 50,000 lorry loads. 

 In year 6 those 2.4 trillion can produce 720 trillion seeds [450m tons]; that’s 15 million lorry 
loads - that will feed the entire world! 

 
We are producing and packing and giving out 50 million seeds a year to be multiplied and shared and 
given out so that whole communities can benefit.  Amongst the poor we are bringing hope when 
hope seems dead.      
 
I wrote a poem about this hope, because it is in hope that I would like to finish.  I want to predicate 
it with a profound verse from scripture:  “I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the 
ground and dies it remains only a single seed.  But if it dies it produces many seeds."      
 
Where is hope when hope seems dead - when the storms of life have battered us so; 
When despair has crept in upon our souls and beaten us and laid us low? 
Where is hope in those darkest hours - when the candle burns to a tiny stub 
And the storms blow through the gaping doors and we're cast out on the rising floods?  
 



Where is hope when lawless men carry out schemes out of selfish greed?  
They are powerful - with impunity, and we're powerless in those hours of need. 
They steal and kill and destroy and lie, and burn our homes and all the land 
And leave great debts for others to pay, and leave us choking under sinking sands. 
   
Is hope present when hope seems dead?  Can hope arise from the desert sea? 
Yes! Hope manifests in different ways:  when people stand and refuse to flee 
When courage rises to do kindness still for the oppressed with a kindly deed  
When love triumphs - and forgiveness too, and God’s Hand is grasped - so He can lead.  
 
Yes hope is never lost forever - we find it beyond the self that sins. 
We see hope when we go together and practice love from which all hope springs. 
We see hope among the humble few, standing together in desperate need 
For justice to flow in a desert land - where we plant with hope those hoping seeds!    
 
Thank you for being with us tonight and for your wonderful support. 
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