
Zimbabwe on the move? 
 
 
The shops are full, there has been a reasonable harvest, prices are declining and the 
place is awash with foreign currency. Could this really be Harare, the capital of 
Zimbabwe? Surprisingly, yes. Yet the misperceptions of Zimbabwe‟s trajectory continue. 
But things are changing: no longer is the place on the brink of collapse. To the 
amazement of many, including those involved, in February an agreement to form an 
inclusive government was reached, involving all major parties – the MDC (T) and (M) 
and ZANU-PF. This has been a major watershed.  Yet internationally when good news 
happens the screens are blank, the newspaper columns empty. 
 
That‟s not to say that all is well. Far from it. As I was driven into town from the airport, 
the taxi driver commented:”the longer they keep arguing, the longer we remain poor”. 
There remain many outstanding issues for the so-called inclusive government – financial 
transparency and accountability, constitutional reform, human rights guarantees, a land 
audit to eliminate excess and multiple holdings and compensation for former owners, to 
name but a few.  
 
But things seem to be moving – painfully slowly, and fraught with complexity and conflict. 
Yet hardliners on both sides are reluctant to commit fully to the new government. 
Mistrust abounds. Entrenched interests resist every move. And of course the 
government, after years of economic failure, massive corruption and „restrictive 
measures‟ (aka „sanctions‟), has limited room for manouevrei. Attempts to raise revenue 
have been initiated as part of the 100 day recovery programme. The requirements are 
massive. An estimated $10 billion is needed to get the economy back on its feet and 
make sure government services are running again.  
 
Today if you have money – and the only money now is the US dollar or the South 
African rand, the Zimbabwean currency having been abandoned – you can get services 
– private health care or private education, for example. But most people don‟t have 
access to such funds. With a good harvest, many farmers are selling, but not at huge 
profits. Cash flows very unevenly in the Zimbabwean economy, and reliance on 
remittances from the large diaspora remains essential. 
 
But this is not enough. Substantial injections of external support will be needed. 
However, the international community remains sitting on the fence. One aid donor official 
commented: “it‟s a game of wait-and-see. We have our conditions, and they are not 
being met. We will not write a blank cheque”. This position is understandable. Financial 
accountability has not been a highlight of recent times.  
 
Yet all is not doom-and-gloom. New mechanisms are being put in place, and the 
Finance Minister, Tendai Biti of the MDC, argues that assurances to donors about the 
effective use of funds can be met. Fence-sitting by donors and the international finance 
institutions is highly risky. As Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangarai has pointed out, not 
backing the inclusive government gives the hardliners an upper hand. And the failure of 
the current government could plunge Zimbabwe back into chaos and yet more violence.  
 
Britain of course plays a critical role in this cat-and-mouse game. The public positioning 
of the UK has been uncompromising. In early February the British Embassy issued a 
series of statements in the local press, seen by many as a public rejection of the 



inclusive governmentii. While the position may have softened since, following unofficial 
contacts between ministers, a tough line is maintained. For now, it seems, there will be 
no direct budget support, nor any financing of government initiatives, nor any signalling 
of even a qualified vote of confidence in the new government which might unlock vital 
private investment and credit lines.  
 
One of the very few recent investments on Zimbabwean soil by the UK government has 
been a new £21 million embassyiii. This high-security building, surrounded by security 
cameras and razor wire, offers a poor image of Britain abroad. Britain of course has not 
been very effective in its diplomatic relations with Zimbabwe over time, particularly at 
sensitive moments. The infamous letter from Clare Short in 1997 announcing that, as 
someone of Irish descent, she did not consider that Britain had any „special 
responsibility‟ for its former colonies did not go down welliv. In some people‟s estimates it 
was a precipitating factor pushing President Mugabe and his allies into the intransigent 
position on land reform. The UK‟s position today is perhaps not quite as belligerent, but it 
is also perceived by many as unhelpful. The now award-winning Foreign Office blog is 
cited as one example. The entry that gained international attention described the 
conditions at the former embassy building, and the trials that a UK official had in dealing 
with „semi-African‟ toiletry routinesv. For many this was insulting. But the biggest 
complaint has been the failure to accept a negotiated process approved by regional 
leaders of SADC that resulted in the new government, despite all the rhetoric about 
letting Africa sort out its own problems. Double standards are at play: Zimbabwe gets 
special treatment.  Yet, for all its faults – and there are many – the inclusive government 
and the negotiated agreement is all there is; and there really is no Plan B. 
 
Most Zimbabweans are fed up with the wait-and-see approach, and the endless horse-
trading and arguments. Some even suggest the only solution is a one-party state, with 
the major parties merged. If Britons are disillusioned with politics and the political class, 
Zimbabweans are too – and more so, having suffered the consequences for nine, long 
years. 2009 is a potential turning point in this drawn-out process. It must be: the 
alternatives are not worth contemplating. Later this month Morgan Tsvangirai meets 
Gordon Brown – two beleaguered prime ministers, managing governments made up of 
warring factions. Maybe they will find common cause, allowing Britain, with its 
development partners, to take a lead at last in getting to work to get Zimbabwe back on 
its feet.    
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i
 http://www.thezimbabweindependent.com/index.php/opinion/22756-no-more-need-for-economic-
sanctions 
ii
 http://www.thezimbabwestandard.com/letters/19690-myths-and-realities-of-uk-policy-towards-

zimbabwe.html 
iii
 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/zimbabwe/5063149/Britain-

opens-new-embassy-in-Zimbabwe.html 
iv
 http://www.swans.com/library/art9/ankomah5.html. See also 

http://www.thezimbabwean.co.uk/200710249564/opinion-analysis/the-british-role-in-land-
reform.html, for a broader commentary from the time. 
v
 http://blogs.fco.gov.uk/roller/harare/entry/two_philips_groaning 
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