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SECURITY SECTOR REFORM AND THE FORTHCOM-

ING ELECTIONS 

 

An interview with the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition Spokesper-

son and Bulawayo Agenda Director, THABANI NYONI. 

 

Article 13.1 of the Global Political 

Agreement states that there shall be 

reform of the State Organs and Insti-

tutions. In particular Article 13.1 says: 

“State organs and institutions do not 

belong to any political party and 

should be impartial in the discharge of 

their duties.” Zimbabwe is set to hold 

elections this year and as in previous 

pre-election periods, the leadership of 

the security forces have indicated that 

they will not respect an outcome 

which does not retain President Muga-

be, and have used unflattering terms 

to describe other contenders in the forthcoming elections, 

with the Prime Minister, Morgan Tsvangirai, being called a 

“psychiatric patient “.  

 

Several research reports including recent ones by the Crisis in 

Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) and International Crisis Group (ICG) 

warn of the threat of an electoral crisis posed by the actions 

of security forces in Zimbabwe. The Crisis in Zimbabwe Coali-

tion, Media and Information Team member Vivid Gwede, re-

cently sat down with Mr. Thabani Nyoni, Spokesperson of the 

Coalition, and Director of a leading Bulawayo based Advocacy 

group - Bulawayo Agenda - to discuss his take on the matter.  

 

Vivivd Gwede (VG). Spokesperson, there have been a series of 

pronouncements by Leaders of the security sector in Zimbabwe 

around Political issues. Can you comment on the state of the 

security sector, and the background of inclusion of security sec-

tor in the institutional reform agenda, which is implied by Arti-

cle 13.1, as part of the fulfillment of 

the GPA in that aspect? 

 

Thabani Nyoni (TN). The history of 

the politicization of state security 

personnel and institutions is a prod-

uct of the liberation struggle and its 

excesses, which unfortunately has 

been carried forward 33 years into 

independence. The military wings 

of liberation movements, as we all 

know, also played a commissariat 

role; mobilizing citizens to partici-

pate through pungwes (night virgils and Political education 

meetings), rallies and so on. At independence a lot of these 

fighters were integrated in the new Zimbabwe Defence Forces, 

what was supposed to be a professional army. But because of 

ties and socialization, a lot of them continued to be of the men-

tality that they were in service to the party, a situation made 

worse by the conflation of the party into the state, with no 

clear separation. As such, where the party (ZANU PF), has felt 

threatened, these former guerilla fighters, have felt compelled 

to  move out of the barracks to save it. We saw this in the 

1980s, 1990s and post-2000 era. This scenario has seen the 

gradual militarization of the state and political affairs, and en-
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trenched the politicization of the military and security sector. 

As a result, there is has been an evolution of the military into 

politicians, what is called “militricians” by some scholars. This 

behavior is consistent with what President R. G Mugabe said 

in 1979, when he said the ballot is a product of the bullet and 

our votes shall go with the guns, a refrain that as recently as 

18 April 2013, we heard the Minister of Information, Mr. 

Webster Shamu repeat. So the corruption of the security 

forces, is a historical process, a generational challenge, which 

the GPA sought to deal with by way of instigating security 

sector reform in Zimbabwe. However despite the call for in-

stitutional reform in the GPA the security forces have re-

mained evidently unchanged, with ZANU PF, the beneficiaries 

of this stagnation blocking any attempts to even have a con-

versation around the need for reform. 

 

VG. Do you think the limbo surrounding the National Security 

Council (NSC) – which President Mugabe should chair accord-

ing to the GPA – as the cause or the result of failure in securi-

ty sector reform?  

 

TN. The National Security Council was set up to try and en-

sure that the security sector is accountable to the state, and 

its activities are open, transparent and open to civilian over-

sight. This NSC has been rendered a white elephant or paper 

tiger if you like, existing only on paper, but failing to meet or 

function in reality. It is one in a series of issues related to the 

security, which has not seen the light of day. You will know 

that South Africa, in the post 2008 violence period, suspected 

to have been led by the security sector, carried out an inves-

tigation into the military involvement in Zimbabwe’s elec-

tions, which report the government of South Africa has re-

fused to release to the public domain, although there is spec-

ulation that it could be useful in understanding the extent of 

the political work and acts of violence carried out especially 

by the military in that election year. What makes the issue of 

the NSC worse, is that in reality, the Joint Operation Com-

mand, JOC, which was alleged to have captured the state in 

2008, and was operating with no civilian oversight, a situa-

tion that the NSC sought to address, seems to still be alive, 

well and functioning outside the parameters of the Inclusive 

Government.  

 

 

VG. The security forces have said that there will not be re-

gime change despite the outcome of the next elections. So 

why should Zimbabweans go to elections if they are not go-

ing to decide through them? Are elections relevant – or some 

sections of the government want to keep appearances by 

holding choice less elections?  

 

TN. The pronouncements by the Leadership of the security 

sector, are regrettable, but they have been made before 

leading to in a bid to establish elections as democratic pre-

tense where they are a choice-less political compliance, but 

in 2008, the people of Zimbabwe voted and inspite of similar 

pronouncements their votes and voices counted for some-

thing. Reforms are needed to ensure that the peoples votes 

do not just count for something, but are everything, because 

it is from the people that governors are supposed to derive 

the right to govern. We know how the Security Sector des-

perately undermined the credibility of the last electoral pro-

cess through threats and then later we saw post-election 

violence on suspected MDC-T supporters.  But when pitted 

against the voice of the people, the people will always pre-

vail. It brings to mind the old saying that the “voice of the 

people is the voice of god”. But as things stand, elections 

remain the only legitimate and powerful mechanism for citi-

zens to choose a government of their choice, and because of 

our commitment to democracy and democratization, we 

urge the people to remain committed to this non violent pro-

cess, and know that when used in sufficient numbers the 

electoral process can deliver a definitive outcome for the 

people.  In terms of trying to manipulate the process and its 

outcome, history is awash with various creative and brutal 

mechanism of vote rigging by ZANU PF, but the same history 

has shown that it doesn’t always work. Its failure is actually 

more guaranteed when people participate in electoral pro-

cesses in their numbers. That is why as civic groups we have 

to be vigilant in not just monitoring the process and exposing 

those processes for the protection of the integrity of the 

vote, but also have to encourage people to participate in 

their millions in the electoral process. At the end of the day, 

this is the only respite for civilians, and the surest way of 

mitigating rigging, and dealing with politicians who do not 

espouse the values of the majority of the population. 

 

VG. What do you think is the role of the President, Robert 

Mugabe as the Commander-in-Chief in ensuring adherence 

of the forces of the constitution and civilian rule? 
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TN. The Commander-in–Chief of the defense forces and all 

the security organs of the state, must understand that the 

issues of security sector involvement in politics are not issues 

that can be resolved by the rhetoric of denial. There is need 

for definitive action and that action must include a public 

statement committing the allegiance of the state security 

organs to the constitution, the democratic process and its 

outcomes, which basically means the respect of the will of 

the people. Action must include a transparent investigation 

into the alleged security involvement in political affairs, it 

must mean retirement of those service chiefs that have inter-

est in politics, and it must include security organs being ac-

countable and transparent in their work, allowing for civilian 

oversight especially through parliament. But of course we 

have stated already, that this in itself is a challenge because 

the incumbent President benefits from this errant behavior 

and may not be too eager to stop it. This is why we have 

been advocating that prior to elections there is need for 

some security sector realignment, and an express code of 

conduct by the security sector, which SADC can sponsor and 

monitor, with the consequence being withholding of legiti-

macy to a flawed process.  

 

VG. Given that part of the struggle for independence was the 

establishment and the institution of the principle of one-man 

one vote. Do you think the security forces are safeguarding 

or violating this important premise of the post-independence 

state? 

 

TN. Most service chiefs claim to have been part of our earlier 

struggles for liberation and freedom and yes, part of those 

struggles was around universal suffrage, what you call one 

men one vote principle. In fact, at some point in the struggle 

there was a popular phrase used in the negotiations for inde-

pendence known as No independence without Black Majority 

Rule (NIBMR). We now see that the same violations perpe-

trated by the white supremacist Smith regime on the free-

dom fighters are being visited on citizens with different politi-

cal convictions by their own black government. This has been 

justified by the unqualified reference to state security con-

cerns and an appearance of safeguarding the gains of inde-

pendence. Essentially, this has become a partisan rhetoric 

meant to protect ZANU PF, and an unfortunate betrayal of 

some of the key aspirations of our liberation struggle. 

 

CR. What do you think Zimbabwe’s friends in the former 

Frontline States and South African Development Community 

– who assisted Zimbabwe to gain its independence should be 

doing to ensure their sacrifice during that time did not bene-

fit a small section of those in the ruling class instead of all 

Zimbabweans? 

 

TN. The former Frontline states who are now member coun-

tries of the SADC community and also attempting to create 

an economic community under the banner of COMESA have 

to a reasonable extent tried to support the people of Zimba-

bwe, have greater access to the gains of their independence. 

You will remember that the SADC and AU observer mission 

rejected the 2008 June election outcome as ‘not reflective of 

the will of the people of Zimbabwe’, and ‘outside the stand-

ards of an acceptable free and fair election in the region’. I 

am sure in their numerous private and diplomatic ways, the 

members of the former Frontline states have pointed out the 

fact that there is need for regional stability and economic 

progress. That it can only be established on the basis of credi-

ble democratic process, which include but are not limited to 

elections.  The region boasts of having experienced fewer 

incidences of military quos and I am sure they want to keep 

their reputation intact by supervising Zimbabwe out of its 

current state of crisis. That is why the SADC mandated Zuma 

mediation process must be preserved and supported to its 

logical conclusion and that the GPA provisions must be imple-

mented to the fullest extent before a plebiscite can take 

place. 

 

 

 

VG. How do you answer to the narrative that security sector 

reform and democratic elections will defeat the goal of na-

tional sovereignty? Or do you think it is an excuse to stop the 

creation of a democratic state in Zimbabwe? 

 

TN. Security sector reforms will actually strengthen our na-

tional security organs and thus assure citizens of national 

security. As it stands, national security means ZANU PF secu-

rity from the will and expression of the citizens. This is be-

cause ZANU PF has embedded itself into the state institu-

tions, what we as Crisis Coalition call the instrumentalisation 
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of state and public institutions or ‘state capture’. This is unfortunate because reforming the security sector is essentially free-

ing state institutions from the partisan tentacles of ZANU PF and doing so is undermining the pillars of ZANU PF’s stay in pow-

er where they do not have legitimacy. Reforming the state has actually been in practical terms made to mean removing 

ZANU PF from power and that’s unfortunate because we have to reform the state. 

 

VG. Is Zimbabwe more stable with a partisan security sector than with a politically non-aligned one? 

 

TN. A partisan state security is a ticking time bomb that may blow anytime and throw Zimbabwe and the whole region into 

turmoil. The threats by the militricians not to accept an election outcome that produces a person without liberation war cre-

dentials is actually a threat to people’s freedoms and free choice. Essentially, these are the trappings of a soft coup d’état. 

We need a disciplined state security that is professional and non partisan because they are custodians of the means of vio-

lence and force and this must be used sparingly and with utmost restraint against real enemies of the state and not per-

ceived ones.  

 

VG. Do you think in general GPA’s Article 13.1 on institutional reform has been honored? You may look at issues to do with 

reforming institutions of electoral management, which are critical in this period ahead of the elections? 

 

TN. The life of the GPA under the banner of the Inclusive government has seen half-hearted commitments to reform and 

cosmetic reform concessions such as the media reforms, electoral reforms, constitutional reforms and no commitment to 

security sector reform. Even implementation of some of the agreements, which included appointments of senior civil serv-

ants, setting up of commissions and so on have been very cosmetic. As a result, public confidence in most state institutions 

has not improved during the time of the IG.  

 

VG. What then is the Final Solution? 

 

TN. At Crisis, we have an unrelenting belief in the people. In this case, the people of Zimbabwe and the people of the SADC 

region. If we all continue fighting the good fight, the people will prevail, Zimbabwe will be saved, the region will be safe, and 

we can rebuild our country anew – allowing it to shine like the Jewel of the continent that Mwalimu Nyere, founding Presi-

dent of Tanzania, said it was many many years ago. We believe that the people, united, can really never be defeated. So we 

urge the people of Zimbabwe to be united in their aspirations for progress and a better tomorrow, and the people of the 

region to stand in solidarity with us as we strengthen our resolve for a better Zimbabwe. Together, we can be the change we 

want to see. 

 

THANK YOU.  
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Harare 15 May 2013 – The Zimbabwe Election Support Network is calling on the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) to 
accredit local civic society organisations to conduct voter education in view of the impending harmonised elections. ZESN 
notes that the country is already in an election mode hence the need for ZEC to expedite the accreditation of civic society 
organisations that have applied to complement the Commission’s efforts in conducting comprehensive voter education.  

  

This call comes against a backdrop of challenges that have marred the ongoing mobile voter registration exercise where 
hundreds of people have been turned away for various reasons including lack of proper identification and lack of proper 
proof of residence. In addition long queues have been observed at most registration centres and this has been attributed to 
lack of adequate human and financial resources. This therefore buttresses the need for ZEC to accredit forthwith civic socie-
ty organisations who are by law prohibited to conduct voter education unless authorized by the Commission. We also call 
upon ZEC to consider extension of the mobile voter registration exercise. 

  

Since the enactment of Electoral Amendment Act (2012), ZESN has observed many organisations conducting civic education 
and not voter education which is more specific to elections. The Building Resources in Democracy, Governance and Elections 
(BRIDGE)[1] handbook defines voter education also known as electoral education as programmes aimed at people of the 
voting age and over and addresses voters’ motivation and preparedness to participant fully in elections. The manual further 
explains that voter education is basically concerned on giving the types of electoral systems and electoral process and con-
cepts such as basic human rights and voting rights, the role, responsibilities and rights of voters, the relationship between 
elections and democracy, conditions necessary for democratic elections, secrecy of the ballot, why each vote is important 
and its impact on public accountability and how votes translates into seats.  

  

While civic education includes both school and community based education and deals with all aspects of human rights, ac-
tive citizenship, systems of governance and elections. Voter information or awareness (more accurately referred to as voter 
awareness or information programs) happens just before an electoral event – usually they are one-off events and dwell on 
how to, where to and when to vote. They aim to provide basic information enabling qualified citizens to vote, including the 
date, time, and place of voting; the type of election; identification necessary to establish eligibility; registration require-
ments; and mechanisms for voting. 

  

In Zimbabwe, the Electoral Amendment Act 2012 defines voter education as, “any course or programme of instruction on 
electoral law and procedure aimed at voters generally and not offered as part of a course in a law or civic or any other sub-
jects for students at an educational institution;”. 
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The continued arrest and criminalization of civic society organisations for allegedly voter education without seeking permission 
from ZEC is worrying and testimony to the need for ZEC to accredit CSOs. Given the vagueness in the definition provided in the 
Electoral Act, we therefore call upon the ZEC and other policy makers to clarify the distinction between voter information, vot-
er education, and civic education. Certainly, each falls along a continuum of educational activities in support of elections and 
democracy and is mutually reinforcing. We urge the reviewing of the Act to mandate CSOs and any interested players and talk 
about voter education and civic education while ZEC focuses on providing Voter Information. 

  

It is therefore imperative that ZEC seriously considers accreditation of civic society organisations in order to ensure that the 
voter education is comprehensive. ZESN also makes reference to the constitutional referendum which had a total of 56,627 
votes being rejected given that the ballot paper was very simple with either ‘Yes or No’; this again points to the need to scale 
up early voter education programmes for the impending harmonised election. Furthermore ZESN believes that a comprehen-
sive voter education exercise will also enable the electorate to make informed decisions and may reduce voter apathy thus we 
consider it as one of the fundamental conditions for the conduct of credible elections. 

  

We reiterate our calls for early accreditation of observers to enable them to observe all the electoral processes including voter 
registration. In addition we continue to call for the adequate resourcing of ZEC to enable them to effectively carry out their 
mandate. ZESN has continually expressed that the election management body needs capacity enhancement and resourcing in 
order to improve its ability to efficiently and effectively manage and run elections. ZESN continues to advocate for the accredi-
tation of local civic society organisations to complement the work of the Commission as this will increase the reach of electoral 
information to the electorate. 

  

ZESN therefore urges the new Chairperson to instill confidence and trust in the people of Zimbabwe in order to protect the 
integrity of the all the stages in the electoral process including voter registration and voter education.  

 

End// 

  

[1] BRIDGE is an initiative by five leading organisations in the democracy and governance field, which have jointly committed to 

developing, implementing and maintaining a comprehensive curriculum and workshop package, designed to be used as a tool 

within a capacity building framework. BRIDGE partners are the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC), International Foundation 

for Electoral Systems (IFES), International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), and the United Nations Electoral Assistance Division (UNEAD). 
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