
Matebeleland provinces.  Since then violence, 

intimidation and destruction of property have 

characterized Zimbabwe's politics. Human 

rights abuses have been encouraged and 

conducted  mainly by state agents that include 

the Central Intelligence Organization (CIO), the 

Zimbabwe Republic Police (ZRP), the 

Zimbabwe Prison Service (ZPS) and the 

Zimbabwe National Army (ZNA).  State 

institutions have primarily been directly and 

indirectly responsible for the murders, 

disappearances, torture, beatings, selective 

distribution of food aid and other humiliating 

and shameful treatment of citizens. According 

to the Constitution of Zimbabwe, employees 

of the state are supposed to be unbiased, 

independent and apolitical (i.e., they should not 

be political party activists) but almost all 

national institutions have become politicized. 

The duty of any security institution is to protect 

its citizens and ensure peace and national 

security.

In Zimbabwe, instead, the security sector is 

now perceived as perpetrators of violence.  

Before the formation of the Government of 

National Unity (GNU), the then government 

used the state system to advance its political 

agenda. During the 2008 elections for example, 
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Intro d u ctio n

B ackground

Institutional reforms have been defined as, “The 

process of restructuring abusive state institutions so that 

they offer services efficiently and effectively and free of 
1political interference” .

Such reforms are aimed at changing violent 

institutions into well-organized institutions that 

respect human rights, maintain peace and preserve 

the rule of law. The end result is to prevent the re-

occurrence of past abuses. Reforming public 

institutions is the main task of countries that are 

moving from dictatorship or conflict to democracy 

and peace.  Public institutions that abused human 

rights and defended the interests of the ruling 

political party, which they support, should be 

changed to institutions that promote and protect 

human rights and serve the public impartially 

(without bias).

Zimbabwe has a history of political violence and 

impunity (freedom from punishment) for which 

the state has been responsible. This culture of 

violence can be traced back to the Gukurahundi era 

during which numerous lives were lost in the 

violence that affected the Midlands and

Institutional Reforms



 and justice sectors, to provide 

accountability for past abuses. A 

reformed police service, for example, 

can professionally investigate the 

abuses committed during the period of 

conflict and a reformed justice system 

can pass judgment on past abuses 

without bias.

iii. Institutional reforms make institutions 

accountable to the people and become

protectors and defenders rather than a 

threat to the safety and security of 

citizens.

iv. The reform of state institutions 

contributes to achieving a central 

objective of an effective and legitimate 

transitional justice policy.

Institutional reform may, therefore, be a 

precondition for national healing and for the 

redress of past human rights wrongs.

Institutional reforms use the following 

methods:
i. Vetting. This is a process of assessing 

an individual's uprightness to 

determine his or her suitability for 

public employment.  The main 

objective is to remove individuals 

responsible for human rights abuses in 

the public service. 

ii. Implementing human rights and 

professional training. This involves 

teaching professional skills  to 

o v e r c o m e  i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  

organizational shortcomings.

Methods of Institutional 
Reforms

the Joint Operations Command (JOC) was 

responsible for policy making in most state 

functions. JOC is made up of the heads of the 

intelligence organization, the military and the 

police. Former members of the military 

currently head most government departments 

and parastatals.  Alexander and Tendi note that 

since 2000,

“Zimbabwe's state has been described as 
increasingly 'militarized' with military men 
being appointed in key positions throughout 
the state, and an expanding range of decisions 
and actions being taken by the military, from 
political strategy to the formulation and 
implementation of agrarian and economic 

2policy” .

The members of the security forces have 
committed and continue to commit human 
rights violations. The security sector was used 
by the then ruling party to instill fear in the 
electorate through widespread acts of 
politically motivated violence that were 
conducted with impunity. The failure to hold 
the members of the security sector responsible 
for their actions has damaged public trust in 
state institutions.

Institutional reforms are important in that:

Importance of Institutional 
Reforms

i. Fair and well-organized public 
institutions play an important role in 
preventing future human rights 
violations.

ii. Institutional reforms enable public 
institutions, in particular the security
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iii. Legitimacy building. This is aimed at 

addressing the peoples' lack of trust in 

public institutions affected by past 

institutional abuses.

iv. Prosecution of leaders responsible for 

abuses. This signals a clear break with 

the past culture of impunity where 

state employees committed human 

rights violations free from prosecution. 

It is aimed at criminalizing this kind of 

behaviour and demonstrates that no 

one is above the law. Prosecution 

contributes to the prevention of future 

abuses.

v. Creating new institutions to protect 

human rights such as a Human Rights 

Commission.

vi.  C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  r e f o r m s .  

Constitutional reforms should include 

institutional reforms. The constitution 

should lay down the frameworks for 

the operation of public institutions.

The G lobal Political 

A greement (G PA)

Article XIII of the GPA (State Organs and 

Institutions) in summary commits the parties to 

adhere to the laws governing state institutions 

and ensuring that those violating these laws 

should be punished. This is given effect in 

Constitutional Amendment 19, Section 10, 

which provides for setting up of a National 

Security Council responsible for

“Overseeing and directing the operations and 

activities of the Defence Forces, the Police

 Force and any intelligence service of the 

Government, whether that service falls within 

or outside the Defence Forces or the Police 

Force”.

 

 

The National Security Council should, 

as provided for in Constitutional

Although there has been a considerable 

reduction in cases of human rights violations 

involving state employees since the formation 

of the GNU, it remains worrying that 

employees in public institutions are still 

politically biased in the exercise of their duties. 

Of concern is the culture of impunity that is still 

prevalent throughout the country. Many 

perpetrators of violence remain unaccountable 

for their acts. Reforming state institutions is 

thus a key aspect of transitional justice.

The reform of all national institutions that have 
been politicized since independence should be 
a priority for any meaningful transition 
(change). It should be accompanied by other 
efforts to deal with the legacy of human rights 
violations such as prosecuting those 
responsible for serious crimes, uncovering the 
truth and providing compensation to the 
victims.

1. The inclusive government should 

commit itself to the provisions of 

Article XIII of the GPA. Institutions 

and individuals responsible for human 

rights abuses must be brought to justice 

regardless of their political affiliation.

C onclusion

Recommendations
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 Amendment 19, oversee the operations 

and activities of the security sector.

2. The new constitution should have an 

expanded Bill of Rights encompassing 

civil, political, social, cultural and 

economic rights. The constitution

 should also address the issue of abuse 

of power.

3. Any reform of personnel should 

prioritize the military, the police, 

intelligence services and the judiciary 

to uphold the rule of law. The National 

Youth Service must also be disbanded. 


