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Mediating a convoluted conflict

Abstract

In the late 1990s, Zimbabwe became trapped in a ditch of multifaceted
crises that were pronounced in the contest for political power between the
ruling Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) and
the opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC). This conflict
revolved around the legitimacy of electoral processes, related institutions and
the credibility of electoral outcomes. By 2007, the conflict had escalated to
the extent that the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and
countries neighbouring Zimbabwe decided to mediate between the two parties
to end the standoff, which had begun to negatively affect the entire southern
Africa region. Thabo Mbeki, former President of South Africa (1999-2008), was
then mandated by SADC to facilitate dialogue between the parties. Mediation
efforts led to relatively credible harmonised parliamentary and presidential
elections held on 29 March 2008. These elections, however, did not come
up with a clear winner, forcing the country to call for a run-off. This second
round of elections, held on 27 June 2008, was tainted by allegations of electoral
flaws and widespread institutionalised violence. The result was a predictable
regression into the pre-29 March era, prompting SADC to mandate South
Africa to facilitate negotiations for a political solution among the key political
players. In the face of varying interests converging on the Zimbabwe situation,
South Africa’s role became even more difficult.

This paper analyses South Africa’s facilitation approach to the inter-party
negotiation process in Zimbabwe — from Mbeki’s ‘quiet diplomacy’ to current
President Jacob Zuma's assertive stance — amid competing domestic and
international interests. The analysis is based on critiques of realities confronting
South Africa throughout the process. The paper presents South Africa’s
facilitation approach as a consequence of four streams: historical experiences,
South Africa’s post-apartheid foreign policy, African conflict resolution

approaches, and a diagnosis of the dynamics of the Zimbabwean conflict.
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Introduction

Mediation as an approach to conflict resolution has been used for a long
time in both formal and informal ways. Moore (2003) defines mediation as
an extension of the negotiation process that involves the intervention of an
acceptable, impartial and neutral third party, which has no authoritative
decision-making power, to assist contending parties in voluntarily reaching
their own mutually acceptable and implementable settlement. Mediation is
most relevant in attempts to resolve election- and governance-related conflicts.

Zimbabwe’s political landscape changed during the last few years of the 1990s,
culminating in the formation of the MDC in 1999. The MDC sought to
institutionalise democratic change in response to the ruling ZANU-PF policies,
which were largely blamed for stunting the country’s socio-economic and
political development, after a period of substantial growth in the 1980s and 90s.
The political conflict escalated after the ZANU-PF-sponsored constitutional
reform process was defeated during a referendum held in February 2000.
From then, the political situation in Zimbabwe steadily deteriorated, with
every election period since then characterised by an alleged systematic strategy
to muzzle multi-party democracy to secure ZANU-PF control of the state
(Raftopoulos 2013, Zondi 2012, Sachikonye 2011 and Masunungure 2011).
Thus, while ZANU-PF’s rhetoric in explaining Zimbabwe’s political impasse
since the early 2000s has been related back to colonialism-induced inequalities,
the contestation was triggered, and worsened by the internal power struggles
between the ruling and opposition parties which reached a climax in 2008
(Kaarhus, Derman and Sjaastad 2013 and Raftopoulos 2013).

While SADC was involved in mediating in Zimbabwe as far back as 2000,
its efforts were mainly informal. But the events of 11 March 2007, which saw
anti-Mugabe coalition leaders under the Save Zimbabwe Campaign beaten by
the police in Zimbabwe’s capital, Harare, when they attempted to address their
supporters, forced SADC to intervene. A special SADC summit to deliberate
on the governance crisis was subsequently held in Tanzania on 27 March.
The summit expressed displeasure at the turn of events in Zimbabwe and took
a decision to mandate South Africa to facilitate dialogue among the key political

players to find a solution to the governance question. The communiqué released
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at the end of the meeting mandated former President Thabo Mbeki to continue
facilitating dialogue among Zimbabwe’s main political parties ZANU-PF, the
MDC and the MDC-T! — and to report to SADC’s Organ on Politics, Defence
and Security (OPDS) Troika.

From the onset, South Africa’s mediation had to overcome a number of
internal and external challenges. Internally, South Africa had to deal with a deep
mistrust between the parties, as well as address credibility concerns regarding
the questioned impartiality of the mediator, Mbeki, given the historical links
between South Africa’s African National Congress (ANC) and ZANU-PE.
South Africa also had to contend with constant demands by countries in the
West for a forceful approach against Robert Mugabe.

This paper examines South Africa’s SADC-mandated mediation in
Zimbabwe. The roots of the conflict in the country are explored first in order to
facilitate an appreciation of the basis for SADC’s intervention, before presenting
an examination of the competing interests of various internal and external
actors, and how these complicated the resolution strategy. South Africa’s
mediation approaches under both Mbeki and Zuma’s leadership are analysed as

a prologue to the lessons learnt, reccommendation and conclusion.

The gestation of the Zimbabwe conflict

Post-colonial Zimbabwe was fundamentally shaped by two legacies which, even
in 2013, continued to define the country’s political landscape. First, the legacies of
the brutal and authoritarian settler colonial state and, second, that independent
Zimbabwe was in the main a product of a protracted armed struggle (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni 2003 and Moyo 1993). The two points form an essential historical context
in understanding the actions, emotions and roles of the various actors in Zimbabwe.
According to Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2003), the other major consideration for the post-
colonial Zimbabwe era was the approach taken to deal with the practical peace and
security perspectives arising out of the geopolitical realities of the southern Africa

region, particularly the sharing of a border with apartheid South Africa.

1 Prior to 2005 there was one MDC in Zimbabwe. The party split into two parties — the
smaller MDC which retained the name, and the MDC-T, led by Morgan Tsvangirai, the
founder of the original MDC.
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As Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2003:114) notes, the 1980s were characterised by an
‘ambiguous’ and ‘contradictory situation whereby the powerful aspirations of the
ordinary citizens for rights, democracy and human security co-existed with the
strong and resilient practices of authoritarianism and violence’ Major incidences
of violence during the first decade of Zimbabwe's post-colonial era happened
during what is known as the Gukurahundi? in the country’s Matebeleland regions,
and some parts of the Midlands. According to the Catholic Commission for
Justice and Peace and the Legal Resources Foundation (1997), after the failure to
fully integrate former Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA)
and Zimbabwe Peoples’ Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) forces into the Zimbabwe
National Army (ZNA), as demonstrated by fighting witnessed at assembly points
during the demobilisation period, some ex-ZIPRA forces fled into the countryside
in Matebeleland and Midlands provinces to become dissidents. Gukurahundi
was a military operation undertaken by the North Korea-trained 5t Brigade
of the ZNA to eliminate the threat of dissidents, who sought to destabilise and
undermine the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) government.
The operation set a precedence for how the nationalist government would deal
with political opponents in the future. According to Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2003), the
conflict, which led to more than 20 000 deaths, only ended with a unity accord
signed by the Zimbabwe African Peoples’ Union (ZAPU) and ZANU. The 1987
Zimbabwe National Unity Accord was less a negotiation between ZANU and
ZAPU, but was rather a mere presentation of a completed document to ZAPU
for minor amendments and subsequent acceptance. The Accord paved the way for
the creation of ZANU-PE In essence, the amalgamation of the two rival political
parties created a de facto one-party state. Zimbabweans resisted this state of affairs
by forming opposition parties, including the Zimbabwe Unity Movement (ZUM),

the United Parties and the Zimbabwe Union for Democrats.

2 Gukurahundi, which in Shona refers to the early rain that washes away chaff before
the spring rains, relates to the brutal suppression of civilians who mostly supported
Joshua Nkomo’s ZAPU in the predominantly Ndebele-speaking regions of Zimbabwe.
The Gukurahundi operation was in response to the dissident activities of former
disgruntled ZIPRA combatants who sought to oust Mugabe and his party from power.
Because the operation claimed more than 20 000 lives, it has sometimes been concluded
that it was an attempted genocide of the Ndebele ethnic group.
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The second decade after independence saw the Government of Zimbabwe
attempting to liberalise the economy through the implementation of the
Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP), launched in 1990.
The implementation of the ESAP represented change from the state-led economic
development of the 1980s to a more market-driven economy (Kanyenze et
al. 2011 and Raftopoulos and Savage 2005). The ESAP elicited a domino
effect in the political discourse, and consequently contributed to the socio-
economic and political crisis as it unfolded between 1999 and 2013. Mlambo
and Raftopoulos (2010), Sachikonye (2008), Moss (2007) and Mashingaidze
(2006) concur that Mugabe’s government compounded the situation when
it took a decision in 1997 to give in to the demands of war veterans, and made
unbudgeted payouts® in recognition of their role in the liberation struggle.
The decision taken to deploy troops to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)
on 19 August 2008, to support Laurent Kabila’s regime in a war that ultimately cost
Zimbabwe an estimated US$1 billion, also contributed to political problems in
the country.

The end of this decade — as was the case in 1989 with the birth of Edgar Tekere’s
ZUM and other parties — saw the 1999 formation of a new political party, the
MDC. Since independence, no political party had threatened the dominance of
ZANU-PF as much as the MDC — which the former dismissed as a front for Western

neo-imperialism working to reverse its land policy. * However, competition for

3 Each war veteran was paid a lump sum of Z$50 000 and a monthly pay-out of Z$2 000.
Mhanda (2011) calculates that the Z$50 000 was equivalent to US$4 000, while the Z$2 000
monthly payout was equal to US$150. The amounts were paid to more than 35 000 former
ZANLA and ZIPRA combatants.

4 ZANU-PF’s position was justified to some extent given the pronouncements by British
government officials of their fondness for the MDC. For instance, former British Foreign
Secretary, Robin Cook, during an address to the House of Commons in January 2010,
indicated that Britain’s policy on Zimbabwe was ‘guided by what the MDC says to us....
Further evidence supporting Mugabe and ZANU-PF’s claims emerged as a result of the
WikiLeaks saga, which exposed the complicity of Western governments with the MDC to
effect regime change in Zimbabwe. The Herald of 7 February 2011, in an article entitled
‘MDC-T working with West on sanctions — WikiLeaks’, reported that the WikiLeaks
website revealed that the MDC-T had been working with the European Union (EU) to
determine the kind of sanctions to be imposed on Zimbabwe. The same report claimed
that London admitted it was receiving direction from the MDC-T on how to conduct its
sanctions policy on Zimbabwe.
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power became a fatal business as ZANU-PF began to institutionalise violence
and intimidation through co-opting security forces to protect its incumbency
(Raftopoulos and Savage 2005, Sachikonye et al. 2007, Masunungure 2011 and
Sachikonye 2011). The rising popularity of the MDC corresponded with ZANU-
PF’s waning political fortunes. This set the stage for a showdown, not only between
ZANU-PF and the MDC, but also between the ruling party and white commercial
farmers, whom ZANU-PF had been quick to identify as the main culprits behind
the success of the MDC. This set in motion a phase of bitter racial politics®, which
were underlined by the systematic suppression of any activity that threatened
ZANU-PF’s political hegemony (Chan 2010, Mlambo and Raftopoulos 2010 and
Chikane 2012).

Mlambo and Raftopoulos (2010) note that the state of the conflict in
Zimbabwe could best be described as one rooted in the long-term structural
political-economic legacies of colonial rule, combined with the legacies of African
nationalist politics. They add that the explosion of the crisis should be understood
in the context of a major threat to the political future of the ruling party. In relation
to the two main internal actors, Cawthra (2010) notes that perspectives on the
nature of the crisis differed dramatically between the two sides, with the MDC
focusing on governance issues, whilst ZANU-PF blamed Western neo-imperialism.

The events that finally brought about the intervention of the African Union
(AU), through SADC, occurred at the Zimbabwe show grounds in Harare on
11 March 2007, when civil society and opposition leaders were attacked by police.
Opposition and civil society leaders had intended to attend a scheduled prayer
meeting under the banner of the Save Zimbabwe Campaign. Police tried to prevent
the meeting, but participants insisted on it going ahead. This resulted in a violent

response from police as they desperately sought to disperse the gathering.

5 For example, after announcing the triumph of the 'No' vote in a 2000 constitutional
referendum, the then minister of information and publicity in Mugabe’s government
launched a tirade against Zimbabwe’s white community. He noted that ‘preliminary
figures show there were 100 000 white people voting. We have never seen anything like that
in this country. They were all over town. Everyone who observed will tell you there were
long queues of whites. The difference between the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ vote would not have been
what it was had it not been for this vote.” (Chan 2010:10).

10



Mediating a convoluted conflict

The trajectory of the inter-party negotiations: Internal and
external interests

Chan (2010:44) notes that ‘although committed to gentle-manly manners,
[international diplomacy] is a viper’s nest of ungentle-manly conduct’
The process that culminated in the signing of the Global Political Agreement
(GPA) — in particular, the actions of key stakeholders, both domestic and
international — was certainly not a process reserved for ‘holy cows’, nor is it
possible to isolate its trajectory from a ‘viper’s nest of ungentle-manly conduct.
This chapter will assess the conduct, interests, motives and roles played by
the multiple actors towards the formulation of the GPA, as well as the inter-
party negotiations on political and electoral reforms that occurred after the
inauguration of the inclusive government. This understanding paves the way
for locating South Africa’s approach in Zimbabwe within dominant conflict

management and resolution approaches on the African continent.

Domestic actors: The expedition for state power

Whilst SADC was involved in the Zimbabwe crisis as far back as 2000 and
the contentious 2002 presidential elections,b the ongoing stimulus for its
involvement was the controversy that often accompanied elections in the country.
Badza (2009), Raftopoulos (2013) and Kaarhus et al. (2013) agree that although
the March 2008 harmonised elections were relatively free and fair, the need for
inter-party negotiations was necessitated by the controversy related to the flawed
27 June run-off.”

Mlambo and Raftopoulos (2010:8) note that Mbeki made it known, after
receiving the SADC mandate, that South Africa’s, and his, role was essential to

speedily ‘.. begin the process leading to the normalisation of the situation in

6  Zondi (2012) observes that prior to the 11 March 2007 incident, SADC’s effort was part of
the AU’s approach to find political solutions through behind-the-scenes efforts of former
presidents Joaquim Chissano (Mozambique), Olusegun Obasanjo (Nigeria) and Thabo
Mbeki (South Africa) and former AU chairpersons.

7 The run-off was flawed because of incidences of violence during the campaign period,
where opposition supporters were targeted. World News (2008) reported that a week before
the run-off contest between Tsvangirai and Mugabe, about 70 opposition supporters were
tortured and killed by supporters of Mugabe. The toll grew as the date of the poll approached.
Also see Electoral Institute for Sustainable Democracy in Africa (2008).

11
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Zimbabwe and the resumption of its development and reconstruction process
intended to achieve a better life for all Zimbabweans on a sustained and sustainable
basis’. The electoral reforms that ZANU-PF and the two MDC parties, the MDC
and MDC-Tsvangirai (MDC-T), agreed on partially succeeded, as demonstrated
by the generally accepted conditions of the March 2008 elections, even though the
results were not conclusive.

Primarily as a result of the incidences of violence that occured during the
presidential run-off, it became clear to SADC and the AU that it was necessary to
work on creating conditions that would allow parties to close ranks and pave the
way for a compromise solution. Consequently, the inclusive government to which
the parties agreed appeared to be consistent with Mbeki’s aim for a sustainable
solution that would curtail the deepening socio-economic crisis. The formation of
an inclusive government could also have been influenced by Mbeki’s experience in
South Africa’s transition talks, which resulted in a Government of National Unity
(GNU) between the ANC and the National Party (NP).

For the MDC-T and ZANU-PF, the GPA was not necessarily a popular concept.
In the MDC-T, a hardliner faction was strongly opposed to the idea of an inclusive
government. Within this faction was the influential party treasurer, Roy Bennett.
He remarked: ‘We won’t touch a government of unity — over my dead body, under
no circumstances. The people will never accept a GNU’ (Godwin 2010:179).
This stance highlights one of the challenges that Mbeki faced in working towards
ensuring the acceptance of the GPA. On the other hand, Bennett’s observation
about what happened to ZAPU in its talks with ZANU, which led to the 1987 Unity
Accord, may be interpreted as an acknowledgement by the MDC-T leadership of
ZANU-PF’s experience in coalition politics. Yet, the MDC-T was faced with real
and practical limitations that made the possibility of the GPA and the inclusive
government unavoidable. Eppel and Raftopoulos (2008) explain some of the
considerations that influenced the MDC-T to accede to the GPA. These include:

+  failure to dislodge ZANU-PF from power through the ballot box
+  escalating socio-economic and political suffering of the ordinary people
+ a degree of uncertainty over the efficacy of Western pressure against

Mugabe’s government to cede power.

12
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They further note that one of the MDC-T’s key strategies was to frustrate
the mediation process, primarily due to the party’s discomfort with what it
perceived as Mbeki’s closeness to ZANU-PF (Eppel and Raftopoulos 2008).
This was done with the intention of pushing the mediation process from SADC
to the AU, and ultimately the United Nations (UN) in the MDC-T’s quest for
full control of the state through participation in the GPA. This position was
not only consistent with the party’s distrust of Mbeki and his ‘quiet diplomacy’
approach; it also resonated strongly with the position of the EU and United
States of America (USA). This is because South Africa, SADC and the AU
frustrated both the EU's and US’s efforts to influence the UN Security Council
(UNSC) to impose sanctions on Mugabe’s government. By attempting to
isolate SADC from the mediation process, the MDC-T not only demonstrated
lack of experience and understanding of the dynamics within the AU and the
SADC region, but also pushed South Africa’s sympathy more towards ZANU-
PE. MDC-T leader Morgan Tsvangirai’s frustrations and his party’s offensive
against the mediation efforts were consistent, as demonstrated by his public
calls for Mbeki’s removal as facilitator of the process. Others were also of the
opinion that Mbeki’s facilitation was ineffective. Three months after the GPA
was signed, former US Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Jendayi
Frazer pointed out: ‘We think the facilitation is over, it led to [a] power sharing
agreement that is flawed’ (Chikane 2012:137).

For ZANU-PE, the concept of sharing power, following years of unlimited
access to and grip on the state machinery and most levers of power in
Zimbabwe, was highly unattractive. According to Masunungure (2011),
ZANU-PF was caught in a quandary that can best be described as a ‘crisis of
legitimacy’, which refers to the party’s loss of popular support, and a ‘crisis of
efficacy’, which speaks to ZANU-PF’s failure to provide goods and services and
to keep the economy and state infrastructure from deteriorating. In addition
to these internal dynamics, there was also pressure on the country from SADC
and the AU, following the violence that accompanied the 2008 presidential
run-off. The GPA therefore became a necessary tool for ZANU-PF to regroup

and consolidate its position, both in the country and on the continent.

13
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The MDC split in 2005 after Tsvangirai objected to a decision by key figures
in his party, led by the party’s secretary-general, Professor Welshman Ncube,
to participate in the 2005 senate elections. Tsvangirai’s objection was in line
with the MDC’s decision in 2004 that it would not participate in any further
elections in Zimbabwe until it believed the conditions were conducive for free
and fair elections. The spilt, which happened on 12 October 2005, created a
larger party led by Tsvangirai (MDC-T) and a smaller party, which retained
the MDC name, then led by Arthur Mutambara and currently led by Ncube.
The smaller MDC positioned itself as a kingmaker and voice of reason® during
dialogue leading up to the signing of the GPA. At the time, the MDC leaned
towards supporting ZANU-PF, mainly because it did not enjoy much support
from the West. The leaders of the reconstituted MDC supported ZANU-PF by
calling for the removal of Western sanctions, which Mutambara maintained
were spoiling the negotiating environment.

The material conditions prevailing at the time were such that the possibility
of applying the ‘winner takes all’ approach was minimal, if not non-existent,
given that the outcome of the March 2008 election failed to produce an outright
victor as president. The contradictions and cleavages among the main political
voices in Zimbabwe presented further challenges for Mbeki in his attempts to

balance interests in the negotiation process.

External actors: Self-determination versus regime change agenda

The genesis of SADC’s attempts to find a solution to the crisis in Zimbabwe
may be traced back to 2000, amid worries harboured by regional leaders
that the country’s deteriorating economy and governance situation directly
threatened the stability of the region. In 2000, SADC despatched Mbeki and
the ex-presidents of Mozambique and Namibia, Joaquim Chissano and Sam
Nujoma respectively, to engage with Mugabe on Zimbabwe’s land reform
process following the occupation of white-owned farms by war veterans.
According to Mbeki, Mugabe was fully supportive of the SADC initiative, but

8  When both Tsvangirai and Mugabe were unable to agree on the sharing of cabinet posts
under the envisaged inclusive government, the leader of the smaller MDC, Mutambara,
addressed the nation, appealing to both Tsvangirai and Mugabe to work for the national
interest rather than self-interest and partisanship.

14
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blamed the ‘world powers’ for failing to honour the commitment they made at
the 1998 donor conference on the Zimbabwe land question (Chikane 2013). At
this conference, both the United Kingdom (UK) and Zimbabwe governments
agreed on the framework and principles of international assistance on land
resettlement. According to Thomas (2003), the international donor assistance
framework was supposed to be implemented in two phases. The first phase was
concerned with the establishment of a task force of major donors, who were
assigned to work out the modalities of a two-year resettlement programme.
This was to be followed by a second phase, which was supposed to achieve
the implementation of a donor-supported land acquisition and resettlement
programme. It is alleged that the UK backtracked on its commitment by
refusing to join the task force, effectively stalling the reform programme.®
SADC’s intervention highlighted a genuine consideration of both the
domestic situation, as represented by the discontentment and frustrations
of war veterans, which led to the occupation of white-owned farms, and the
recognition that these occupations were wrong, as they made a mockery of the
rule of law. At international level, Mbeki had to engage with the ‘world powers’
— in particular the UK government — to try and encourage the adoption of a
different stance that would result in a solution acceptable to both Mugabe and
the white farmers, whose interests were intrinsically linked with those of the
UK, as Zimbabwe’s former colonial master. At southern Africa level, it has been
argued that Mbeki had to grapple with a dilemma of a different sort. On the
one hand, he realised that if ZANU-PF were to remain in power, this would
result in further state repression, resulting in mass migrations in the region,
particularly affecting Botswana, Namibia, South Africa and Zambia. On the
other, he suspected that if the MDC were to have its way, Western powers would
achieve their strategic goal of regime change in Zimbabwe as they remained

adamant that they were not interested in any other outcome except to change

9  This position is dismissed by Paul Boateng, the former British high commissioner to South
Africa. He argues that the UK was committed to supporting the land reform programme
in Zimbabwe, but Mugabe’s government violated the principles agreed at the conference —
that is, the land reform programme was to be undertaken with due respect
to the principles of transparency, the rule of law and poverty reduction,
among others (Boateng 2009).

15
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the Mugabe-led government. Allowing this would go against SADC and AU
positions.

The non-agreement of Western countries with the SADC initiative’s
objectives appeared to have a direct impact on how Mbeki and SADC
approached the Zimbabwe crisis. It has been put forward that the attitude of
Western nations may have sent a message that they were arrogant to SADC and
AU leadership, and in the process benefited Mugabe and ZANU-PF.

It can be argued that the worst moment for UK-Zimbabwe relations,
particularly in relation to the issue of land, was when Tony Blair’s Labour Party
assumed power in May 1997. A letter, written on 5 November 1997 by UK
secretary of state for international development, Claire Short, to Zimbabwe’s
former minister of agriculture and land, the late Kumbirai Kangai, repudiating
the UK's responsibility to meet the costs of land purchase in Zimbabwe,
solidified the diplomatic fall-out (Nyakudya 2013). The public spats that took
place between Mugabe and his government, and the UK government, can be
traced back to the UK’s position on the land question. The UK government’s
position vindicated Mugabe and ZANU-PF’s stance that the sanctions and
international hostility were triggered by the land question.

The West’s refusal to appreciate the deep emotions and sensitivities of the
land issue set the stage for antagonism with SADC on the Zimbabwe issue.
The UK and US governments, rather than engage in constructive dialogue with
the region, opted to push for regime change. Key to this objective were attempts
to categorise Zimbabwe as a ‘rogue state’ and target Zimbabwe’s economy in
hopes that the deteriorating economic and humanitarian crisis would lead to a
popular revolt that would unseat Mugabe and ZANU-PE. According to Mlambo
and Raftopoulos (2010), the post-9/11 world order and the Zimbabwe regime
change agenda, as advocated by then US President George W. Bush, heightened
the sensitivities of many African states to opposition movements viewed as
agents seeking to achieve the same in their territories. The contradiction was
that while SADC and the AU regarded Mugabe and ZANU-PF as important
in consolidating stability and democracy in Zimbabwe, the West sustained a
superficial view based on the false assumption that the panacea to the conflict

was the removal of Mugabe from power.
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Mbeki also had to be sensitive to the SADC decision-making culture, while
at the same time maintaining the perception that he was not alienating the
West and Zimbabwe's opposition parties. SADC’s decisions and responses to
issues in the region are based on consensus. However, this does not mean that
there are competing or opposing ideas in the regional body. That SADC was
not always united on the Zimbabwe issue was demonstrated by Botswana’s
open criticism of the 2008 presidential election when President Ian Khama
labelled Mugabe ‘repressive’ and called for elections to be supervised by the
international community. Other countries, most notably Zambia, with minor
variance, supported Botswana’s position (Cawthra 2010). It has been argued
that governments led by former liberation movements (Angola, Mozambique,
Namibia and South Africa) tended to be more favourable to Mugabe and
ZANU-PF than those which did not engage in armed struggle for their liberation
— among them Botswana, Malawi, Tanzania and Zambia (Kaarhus et al. 2013).
Therefore, to some extent, it can be argued that South Africa’s approach was

influenced by its location in the same group with Zimbabwe’s ZANU-PF.

South Africa’s approach to the facilitation process under Mbeki
and Zuma

The inter-party negotiation process in Zimbabwe can be captured in three
phases: the pre-2008 harmonised election phase; the post-harmonised election
phase; and the period after the inauguration of the inclusive government leading
to the 2013 harmonised elections. The mediation was conducted by two South
African presidents, Thabo Mbeki and Jacob Zuma.

Mbeki’s ‘quiet diplomacy’

According to Dzinesa and Zambara (2011), Mbeki’s mediation goals were
three-fold. First, the three parties had to endorse the decision to hold the
harmonised presidential, parliamentary and local government elections in 2008.
Second, they had to agree on the conditions that would result in an environment
which would produce fair and credible elections. Third, they had to agree on
measures that would facilitate the acceptance of the outcomes of the elections.
However, it was clear from the onset that Mbeki’s mediation was going to

face enormous challenges, mainly owing to the interplay of the domestic and
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foreign interests already discussed. At domestic level, ‘battle lines” were drawn
by ZANU-PF between itself and the opposition political parties. Raftopoulos
(2013) posits that on the one hand, the ruling party emphasised its privileged
role in delivering both independence and the land to the people, in the process
denigrating the post-nationalist alternativel® movements as voices bent on
mortgaging the country’s independence and resources to Western countries.
On the other, the post-nationalist voices, including the MDC, devised a strategy
that depicted ZANU-PF as a fearsome authoritarian organisation seeking to
monopolise power through unorthodox means, thereby subverting popular
will. Similarly, Dzinesa and Zambara (2011) posit that political processes
are complex and are not immune from the totality of global activities and
events. With the Zimbabwe conflict widely reported on and, at the same time,
proving to be a highly divisive topic among many countries on the continent
and internationally, the different positions adopted by both domestic and
international actors, and how they shaped South Africa’s approach to its SADC-
mandated mediation role in the inter-party negotiations, deserve scrutiny.

In 1996 Mbeki, who was then deputy president of South Africa, delivered
a speech titled T am an African’ in South Africa’s parliament. The speech laid
the foundation for the ANC government to develop and implement its African
Renaissance vision, whilst simultaneously putting Mbeki as a central figure in its
implementation (Chikane 2012 and Kagwanja 2006).

From the time of his inauguration as the president of South Africa in 1999,
Mbeki was confronted with the responsibility to correct some of the pitfalls
of unilateralism in diplomatic consultations on African peace and security
concerns that had occurred under Nelson Mandela’s leadership — among them
South Africa’s military intervention in Lesotho, and in the Nigerian political
crisis which led to the hanging of the leader of the Movement for the Survival
of the Ogoni People, Ken Saro-Wiwa, during then President Sani Abacha’s
tenure. South Africa under Mbeki was thus placed in a position where it
considered it prudent to consult on matters of international relations with

African counterparts. Perhaps central to the decision to consult were two critical

10 According to Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2003:101) a ‘post-nationalist alternative is grounded in
civil society and social movements and predicated on empowerment and participation of
people in governance’.
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considerations: first, Mbeki’s government was concerned with being viewed
as resuscitating the hegemonic tendency that defined apartheid South Africa
by dictating a solution to the Zimbabwe conflict. As Mlambo and Raftopoulos
(2010) highlight, the South African government under Mbeki was sensitive
about being viewed as a regional bully, pushing its own agenda in conflict
situations. However, McKinley (2006) advances the argument that since South
Africa’s policy was constructed out of fear of being perceived as hegemonic, its
policy could also have been suited to the political and economic interests of
the ruling elites in South Africa. Despite this possibility, the foremost aim of
democratic South Africa was to distinguish itself from the destabilising practices
of the apartheid regime. In this regard, the pursuit of economic interests became
secondary. Mbeki seized the Zimbabwean situation as an opportunity to relocate
South Africa’s policy within the context of the regional multilateral framework.

In addition, Mbeki had to engage with Mugabe, a liberation leader with
substantial support within SADC and beyond. The South African government
could not afford to risk isolation by advancing solutions that appeared to
contradict progressive African opinions. South Africa’s policy required adherence
to pan-Africanism and resonance with the ambition to be the leading voice
from the global South (Barrow 2001 and Calland 2003). These considerations
advance the view that South Africa could not openly criticise a neighbour that
was seemingly addressing the fundamental needs of Zimbabweans, especially
through its implementation of the land reform programme. This was despite
international denigration of non-antagonistic policy towards Mugabe. These
realities perhaps explain Mbeki’s approach, which was heavily coloure