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International news

For 28 years Andrew Meldrum reported from Zimbabwe. On Friday he was forcibly deported. Here, he describes
how a country wh ich offered som uch inspiration to Ah'lccl became under its leader Robert Mugabe, a pariah

From joy
-and hope to
corruption,
tyranny and
the misery
of poverty

Andrew Meldrum

Jieht vikite 1 my hume by
thretuenbig men bn vans wilh
blacked out windows. Altacks
ilifytng e in the state press
a6 “terporist’, sn “agent of

imparialivm® wod “a Har® ‘Throats, ly

1 .
[
Rl s by

Zimnhabwe remalkied a bearun beambag
Ul Thgelah of T South Africa's dark
systest of minority role. Anth-apartheid
metlviats of il cobunrs Nocked there and

uevl i plausible leader. The
1y ul Limbaliweana con

Insixiod! Lhat jis demperacy pointed the |

way fue Sunth Africa's futnre, 1 alen he-
came u hive of South Afriean spies
earrybng pul mssissinations and temor
Dopiliings. 1t was an engroesing place to
wurk na a jornialist

Whitn Nelsun Mandels was freed, Zim-
batiwe wan the first country he visited,

phong, emall and Tons wiih
*triends” n which 1 was whd Uit | wasald
inizt b tafe f1y Lhils eountry.

‘These were sl signs of the mistipatiiy uf
President Robert Mugabe's guvernment
tor 3 Journalist chronbeling the decling of
his bong and torrid tule.

L‘m—thu[.;mlnu l|ll\\'l‘fn!mﬂ
arcested, thrown n jall, put on Lrak, ac
quitted and Hoally ~this weckend -
deported from Embabwe,

Far those 13 mionths | eontinued o live
and wok therg. to wiile kbout thie coun-
try's political risis, the ¢eanomic melt-
dorwhn fhiat has tumed one of Alfrica’s most
prasperous pcunaniles Into one of s
poorest, ind the ghuses of human rights
and other democralic freedoms.

1n short, | watched how the regime

into & palice state.
L-first arvived In Zimbabye in 1980
w'lwn Ahe colintry won its indepandence
and majority ritle. | was 8 young journak

ruclal rode B had played
I thee struide igndnst aparthell.

Dut South Africa’s progress was not
nt
Thee Intepmational community reased 1o
see him s the lesser of iwo évils,
companed W apartheid. A wave of democs
ey swepl acrosa southern Afries in
which Malnwds Hiotings Bassda and Zam-
bia's Kenneth Kaunda were toppled by
overwhelming votes

‘When Mugabe proposed (o declure
Zimbabwe 8 one-party state, members of
his own pariys central commitiee
Blocked it, saying that they would be go-
ing ngninst the democratic tide, and that
they could enjoy de facto one-party rule
without the trouble of impesing de jure
control.

Compared to Lthe glowing magnanimily
of Nelson Mandeka, Mugabe sppeared bit-
ter wnd spiteful. A turning palet e
August 1096 when, while opening
Zimbabwe International Book Falr, he

his furious

kst fuli of enthusiasm for Robert Mugabes  spewed out & hate-{llled tirade agains
new order, his pobiey of raclal reconcllle:  gays,
o auures to improve the | remember seribbiing o

education, health and standards of living
of hinck Zimbabweans. Tt was a heady
e, when the entite country was infused
with irrepressible optimiam.

Sadly, hgneymoons never list, and by
1982 T found myself uncovering and
reporting on the horrific mis killing of
Zimbabwean civilians by the army's Fifth
Brigade, Mugabe's practoring guard. The
chuinof command led directly to Mugabe.

‘Only the most ruthless
colld overthrow lan
Smith's system .., that
was Robert Mugabe'

It wns & contradbction of all the cowntry’s
pasitive developments. It was elear that

words idescribing gays as “worse than plgs

and dogs” and suggesting that homosex- |

uality was akin 10 having sex with dead
bodies. A group of schoolchilidren st
dumbfounded by the speech. From that
point en Mugabe's international image
began ity decline 1o despot

This should gy paint & picture that |

everything has Beeni negative in Zim-
balwe. My experience there has been
overwhelmingly positive. Priends who ane
doetors, teachers, nrilsts and lawyers
bound together lo creale a community al
wayd encouraging fakrness and denoc
ricy, Rut by 3000 the apposition to Mu-
gabe’s rule had grown sa great that the
churthes, women's groups, human rights
defenders and lawyers groups pressed foe
& new constituthon.

Mugabe agreed but, wily as ever, he
ereated # document which increased his

the killing was part of Mugabe's drive gy, power rather than reduced i1, His draft

stamp out the opposition party, Joshug
Nhena'y Zagu..

By ejecting Nkomo from his cabinet nid
arresting army genecals allied o Nkomo
and charging them with treason, Mugabe
causod u small scale rebellion of soldiers
who' supparted themi. Then the Fifth
Brigade rolled into sauthesn Zimbabwe,

d, and began the

sluughter of thousands of Use rural Nde-
beie people, the minority ethnie group
which forms about 20% of the country's
papulation, Scores of thousands more suf-
fered beatings and hunger as the govern-
ment stopped food supplies reaching the
chronically drought-stricken area.

It became apparent that the violence
was part of Mugabe's drive

the country

s |
I referendum - February, 2000

Despite saturation coverage in the

media, the voters njecied 1t 1L was a
stinging shap in the face

Twao weeks later the first invasions of
while-owned farma began, Mugabs was
fighting back. The invasions were [Hegal
but the police were ardered nol Lo take
any action. agsinit them. It was the
begiming of the transformation of the
polict into a politieal entity which simply
carries out its master's bidding:

In June 2000 came the parliamentary
elections. The opposition party, the Mave-
‘mient for Demoeratle Change (MDC), had

his power. It confinued until December
1987 when m broken Joshua Nkomo
low hilg party to be swallowed

S ST

agresd woall
by Mugabe's Zani- P!: by af s

oOe-party d goal, was
within his grasp.

Sumrhw Robert Mupbe managed to

with h “u-::lumn rﬂnuve!y unscathed.
Ha Jonger o, to besure,

Iy goord news for Robert Mugabe.

i

Nowas ,

b

* wlready won widespread

campalgned  vallantly ﬂnph.n []
programme of violenen in which mare
than 200 geople, virtually all opposition

§ *upporters, were killed. The MDC mar-

rowly bodt the elections, which all eredi-
ble international olserver teams said
wera not free or fair.

In mddition Lo the often ugly polltieal
developments in Mugabe's Zimbshwe, he
has tragheally Called lo give effective lead-
mrahip in the twa huge socla) clallenges

g the country, Alds s famine,
Aldl spread so rapbdly that & few years

Fimbabwe had the world's hbghest
Ill\' bnfectlon mie: 3% of the adult pop-
wlatibn. Shylng away feom effective pub-
lie education, the government ereated an
Alds fund and then allowed Mugabe's
cronles to 3

Afer Mugsbe's seizures of white-owncd
Larms litthe was done Lo keep the land cul-
tvatesl. 1L wis no surprise when famine
Eripped the country. Even when more
than half the population were forced 1o
depenid on international food rellef, Mu-
Enbe could not resist trying (o starve nreas
which supportod the opposition.

Hepression of the press began in 2000
Just before the partiamentary eleetions,
bnmigration officers served deportation
orders on the RBC correspondent Joe
won & court order giving him

o pock asd wind up his affair

Pt Uil night government thugs wenl
o hiis house, rangecked It and termoeised
hilm, Inks wife and their young daughter.
Winter lefi the country and within days
ihe government deported the legendary
South American Journalist Mercedes
Sayngues, whom we called La Paslongrin
for hier fenrless reporting on Iniman rights
ahuses.

{am determined to
, continue reporting on
& these abuses in the

hope that they will stop'

§ A few months later the Telegraph's coc-
gn.-squwulmt. Druvid Blair, woa foreed to
2 lenve the commtry. | became U bt foreign
Journalist in the cowntry.
The determinution of te Zimbabwean
fpress, particularly e rop on the pri-
gmdyuwl\eﬂ Dially News, the Zimbatrwe
1

Independent and the Standard, inspired
e with their commitment 1o exposing
corruption, eating, lm'\:rr murder and

ing pmn of mr nnJ!y Kews
p, the editor
Mark L'I:uwmlukl and hnrrlmbn Ray
Choto, were abducted by army officers and
viciously tortured. Yet Zimbubwg's jour-
nalists refised (o be deterred from writ
Ing about events ss they hagpened.

Systemntic human rights abuses, the
thwarting of democracy, corruption -
these are the issues any journalist is
obliged to eover. | continued to do A
e brest woirk | could, and that led w0 my
rrest and bniprison ment last year,

After my trial and acquiital and the gov-
ernment’s failed altempt to deport me, |
returnesd o my work. The steady drivel of
mrticies vilifybng me in Uve state press did
not get me down, largely because of the
hearty support and encouragement |
recelved from people of all eolours and
walky of life when | walked on the street.

That support, and phone calls sod

't emails from felbow Zimbabwean journal-

| ists helped me to shrug off Lhe govern-
menl's threals,

But last Friday | was abducted and

arder Lo hall the action,
When all ks sald and done, | still blame
Jan Smith fori bles tod

He ran & system which deprived the
majority of their rights and dignity. The

kan regime was soviclent that only
wiclence could unseat it.

Only the most ruthless could vverthrow
Smith'y systesn, inid that was Robert Mu-
gabe. Violence begets viclence, and we
can see naw that Mugabe only vadues his

tainit

1 am angry st how Mugabe has wub-
verted Zimbabwe's democracy and re-
duced people o misery. | am appalled
that the police kidnapped the opposition
member of parlinment Job Siihala s few
months ago and tortured him with elec:

tric shocks. | am furiops that the reglne
has targeted o citizens such as
Paphinos Madzokerp! who has been hos-

pitalised twice fo ure, has secn his
b o d and now
with his wife and three children.

I am determined to continue reparting
on these abuses i the hope that they will
stop, and to help bring the perpetrators
o justice.

1 am confident that the people of Zim-
babwe will succedd in restoring the coun-
try's democracy and basic freedoms, and
will rebulid the econbmy to prosperity.
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