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About the Zimbabwe Democracy Institute 

The Zimbabwe Democracy Institute (ZDI) is a politically independent and not for profit public policy think-tank based in Zimbabwe. Founded 

and registered as a trust in terms of the laws of Zimbabwe in November 2012, ZDI serves to generate and disseminate innovative ideas, 

cutting-edge research and policy analysis to advance democracy, development, good governance and human rights in Zimbabwe. The institute 

also aims to promote open, informed and evidence-based debate by bringing together pro-democracy experts to platforms for debate. The idea 

is to offer new ideas to policy makers with the view to entrenching democratic practices in Zimbabwe. The ZDI researches, publishes and 

conducts national policy debates and conferences in democratization, good governance, public policy, human rights and transit ional justice, 

media and democracy relations, electoral politics and international affairs 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Summary  

The months of July and August 2020 saw 

Zimbabwe struggling to come to terms with an 

abrupt spike in the number of confirmed positive 

cases of COVID-19. As at 13 August 2020, the 

cumulative number of confirmed cases in the 

country stood at 4 893 with deaths mounting to 

1221.  COVID-19 global pandemic came at a time 

when the country’s health system is in shambles 

coupled with a long-standing impasse between 

the ministry and health workers over poor working 

conditions and low remuneration.  

 

Introduction 

The declaration of COVID-19 by the World Health 

Organisation (WHO) as a global pandemic in 

March 20202 confirmed that the world was faced 

with a serious public health crisis. In Zimbabwe, 

this phenomenon came at a time when the country 

finds itself in the middle of a total public health 

collapse fueled by absence of good governance.  

A long-standing stalemate between the Ministry of 

Health and health workers has exacerbated the 

dire situation in the public health system delivery 

in Zimbabwe. On 19 June 2020, doctors and 

                                                             
1 Ministry of Health and Child Care COVID-19 Daily 
Update, 30 July 2020. 
2 World Health Organisation (WHO), 2019. 
Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. Available 

nurses across public health facilities in the country 

embarked on an industrial action demanding their 

salaries to be paid in foreign currency. This has 

been followed by a series of letters of intention to 

withdraw services from health workers due to poor 

working conditions. The situation has further 

exposed patients to high chances of contracting 

the coronavirus and succumbing to other health 

problems without getting proper medical attention 

from health workers. It is a pity that with all this 

being done, the government has responded with 

arrests, eviction notices and militarising the health 

institution. 

 

A wave of public health personnel 

protests 

Amid an apparent collapse of the newly introduced 

local currency (ZWL), the country has been hit by 

a fresh wave of protests by health workers who are 

citing poor working conditions and demanding to 

be remunerated in United States dollars (US$). On 

6 July 2020 as part of the period under review, 

dozens of nurses at Harare Hospital went on strike 

and took on the hospital premises demonstrating 

against poor remuneration and at the same time 

demanding to be paid their salaries in United 

at: 
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-
coronavirus-2019 



States dollars. These protesting nurses were 

arrested by the police over what the law 

enforcement agents described as convening a 

public gathering fully aware of COVID-19 

regulations that prohibit the gathering of more than 

fifty people.  

 

Figure 1: Members of the Zimbabwe Republic Police chasing 
away Harare hospital nurses who had staged a demonstration at 

the health facility demanding remuneration in foreign currency 
[Image credit: Tsvangirayi Mukwazhi/AP] 

The demonstrating nurses were arrested and 

spent the night in police cells. They appeared 

before Mbare magistrate facing charges of 

participating at a gathering at a time when such 

have been banned due to COVID-19.   

                                                             
3 Pindula News (Online), 2020. WATCH: Nurses Stage 
Demonstration at Chitungwiza Hospital. Available at: 
https://news.pindula.co.zw/2020/07/13/watch-

 

Figure 2: Detained: Protesting nurses were detained at Mbare 
Police Station after they were arrested for staging a 

demonstration against poor working conditions 

 

In a similar case, nurses at Chitungwiza Hospital 

on 13 July demonstrated at the health facility 

premises over poor working and patients’ 

conditions as well as low remuneration3. On the 

same day, nurses at United Bulawayo Hospitals 

(UBH) demonstrated over the same grievances. 

These demonstrations by public health workers 

have been taking place at a time when disturbing 

corruption scandals involving the Ministry of 

Health have been exposed to the public. Talking 

to a doctor from Mpilo Hospital, he emphasised 

that it is not that health workers are not  willing  to 

report for work every day and even do over time 

but it is because they are afraid of seeing patients 

die every day due to lack of adequate equipment 

and treatment in general.4  Doctors and nurses 

nurses-stage-demonstration-at-chitungwiza-
hospital/ 
4 Interviews in Bulawayo, 2020 



have been forced to work with minimum or no 

necessary equipment and PPEs, as a result 

risking the lives of patients and health workers. 

This leaves us to question the readiness of the 

government of Zimbabwe in the fight against the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

COVID-19 pandemic & Corruption 

Apart from furthering the public health crisis in 

Zimbabwe, COVID-19 has exposed rampant 

corruption in the public sector. The health ministry 

was put on limelight following corrupt deals in the 

acquisition of COVID-19 test kits. The exposure 

was orchestrated by a Zimbabwean investigative 

journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who published 

paper trail to the effect of the then minister of 

health Dr Obediah Moyo’s corrupt dealings with 

Drax International LLC and Drax Consult SAGL. It 

was apparently clear that these companies were 

awarded tenders without following due tender 

processes. The allegations caught the interests of 

Zimbabwe Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) 

and led to the arrest of Moyo5. He then appeared 

before a Harare magistrate facing charges of 

corruption regarding a $60m deal for the 

                                                             
5 NewZimbabwe.Com (Online), 2020. BREAKING: 
Health Minister Obadiah Moyo Arrested. Available at: 
https://www.newzimbabwe.com/breaking-health-
minister-obadiah-moyo-arrested/ 
6 Press Statement by the Chief Secretary to the 
President and Cabinet: Dr M J M Sibanda on the 

procurement of COVID-19 test kits and other 

medical equipment before he was granted a 

ZWL50 000 bail. Bowing down to pressure to 

dismiss Moyo from government, President 

Mnangagwa on 7 July removed the minister from 

the office of cabinet minister for conduct 

inappropriate for a government minister.6 

The corruption charge of Dr Moyo has indicated 

massive corruption and looting of public funds and 

has led to the collapse of public health institutions, 

exposing ordinary people to a situation of no 

medicines across the length and breadth of the 

country. This apparent looting also comes at a 

time when the COVID-19 front-line health workers 

are complaining about the acute shortage of 

personal protective equipment (PPEs) as the 

number confirmed virus cases continue to rise 

unabated.  

Corruption in Zimbabwe is enabled by the 

introduction of so-called government programmes 

which breed avenues for looting of public funds. 

This can be given reference to Dr Magaisa’s latest 

Big Saturday Read (BSR)7 which opened a can of 

worms over looting of millions of United States 

dollars through a government programme 

removal from office of Cabinet minister, Obediah 
Moyo, 7 July 2020 
7 Magaisa, A. 2020. Big Saturday Read: Exclusive: 
Beneficiaries of the RBZ Farm Mechanization Scheme: 
Available at: https://www.bigsr.co.uk/single-
post/2020/07/18/BSR-EXCLUSIVE-Beneficiaries-of-
the-RBZ-Farm-Mechanisation-Scheme 



introduced by the central back (Reserve Bank of 

Zimbabwe – RBZ) between 2007 and 2008 called 

Farm Mechanisation Programme. The 

beneficiaries of this programme are politicians, 

members of the judiciary, military, religion and 

media who got loans on a ZANU-PF ticket and 

never paid back. Following the exposure of this 

grand looting, the former central bank governor 

Gideon Gono, has come to the defense of the 

programme highlighting that the programme was 

implemented over board. The most striking issue, 

however, about this circus is the silence of the 

present day governor of the central bank, Dr John 

Mangudya. Just like any other state institution, the 

RBZ is bureaucratic and therefore keeps an 

account or records of what transpires within the 

entity. As such, for a former head of the entity to 

come out defending previous transactions gives 

an impression of RBZ being patrimonial and 

individualistic, thereby defeating the bureaucratic 

nature that it should be. In this view, what Gideon 

Gono is doing is a clear onslaught of RBZ as one 

of the state institutions, which under such 

circumstances of public scrutiny, must speak for 

themselves.   

 

Political elites & foreign healthcare  

                                                             
8 ZimLive News (Online), 2020. Vice president 
Chiwenga flown to China for treatment. Available at: 

The political elites in Zimbabwe continue to 

brazenly use tax payer’s money to fly overseas in 

search of sumptuous healthcare in the face of 

ever-deteriorating local healthcare service. In a 

normal democracy, COVID-19 must have been an 

eye-opener for the political elites to mobilise a 

large pool of resources aimed at uplifting the 

public health institutions in the country. In contrast, 

we have seen major referral hospitals ill-prepared 

to handle the coronavirus. Political elites have, 

however, sought healthcare in foreign lands which 

is a clear indication of lack of political will to 

transform the country’s medical institutions amid 

the coronavirus outbreak. During the period under 

review, news broke out on 14 July to the effect that 

the country’s Vice President Constantino 

Chiwenga was flown to China for medical 

attention8.  

 

Figure 3: A NewsDay newspaper headline of the country's VP trip 
to China for treatment 

 

https://www.zimlive.com/2020/07/14/vice-
president-chiwenga-flown-to-china-for-treatment/ 



 

31 July Protests & new lockdown 

restrictions 

 

Towards the end of June, the leader of opposition 

party Transform Zimbabwe (TZ) Jacob 

Ngarivhume announced that he would mobilise 

citizens to hold a demonstration against corruption 

that has become evident in the country. The 

government responded with threats, highlighting 

that the country was still under lockdown which 

prohibits the gathering of people. However, 

Ngarivhume vowed to go ahead with the 

mobilisation of people for the event which has 

since been dubbed as #31JulyMovement on 

Twitter and other social media platforms. The 

opposition leader publicly announced during his 

interview with 263Chat that the protests would go 

ahead with or without the police clearance, citing 

the constitutional provision of section 59 which 

allows citizens to demonstrate & petition the 

government.  

In an ostensible response to the protests, the 

government on 10 July promised new lockdown 

restrictions under the guise of a spike in new virus 

infections. The deputy minister of Defense Victor 

Matemadanda told journalists at a media 

conference that opposition had developed a 

                                                             
9 ZimLive News Website. Available at: 
https://newsday.co.zw/2020/07/july-31-west-to- 

“mechanism of spreading coronavirus” to be 

employed during the protests and it is comprised 

of using tear smoke canisters identical to the ones 

used by police.9 In view of the envisaged success 

of the 31 July protests, the government had 

planned to enforce new COVID-19 lockdown rules 

and regulations in order to ban the movement of 

people into towns and cities hiding behind the 

rising cases of coronavirus confirmed cases. In 

the aftermath of a weekly cabinet meeting on 14 

July 2020, the government’s spokesperson 

Ndavaningi Mangwana took to Twitter and 

announced that cabinet had approved to tighten 

the current lockdown restrictions especially in 

areas where more cases of the virus are recorded, 

that is Harare and Bulawayo. Essentially, Harare 

& Bulawayo are known of having protests that 

send a clear message to the government.  

 

 

Figure 4: Ndavaningi Mangwana's tweet in relation to the 
government's plans to tighten current lockdown restrictions 

 

spread-covid-19-using-canisters/ (Accessed: 10 July 
2020).  



 

Figure 5: Ndavaningi Mangwana's tweet purporting to enforce 
tight lockdown in Harare & Bulawayo 

 

 

31 July Protests & militarisation 

 

President Mnangagwa’s government has used the 

military to quell protests whenever they emerge, 

and this is given reference to the 2018 August 1 

shootings and 2019 January 14 – 16 protests. In a 

seemingly move to motivate the military ahead of 

the planned protests, the government has offered 

members of the security forces a COVID-19 

allowance of between Z$8 000 and Z$10 000. The 

July 31 protests came against a background of the 

ruling ZANU PF party using the military, ever since 

the attainment of independence in 1980, to hold 

onto power whenever dissenting voices arise. On 

30 July 2020 ahead of the 31 July protests, 

soldiers under the pretext of enforcing lockdown 

restrictions were seen in Harare and Bulawayo 

CBD brutally assaulting people, compelling them 

to go back home and forcefully ordering 

businesses to close. As was the case with former 

president Robert Mugabe’s administration, the 

army on 31 July proved once again that it is 

prepared to keep President Mnangagwa and 

ZANU PF in power, with or without initiating the 

much needed economic and political reforms in 

the country.  

 

An army officer patrolling near one of the checkpoints in Harare 
on Friday, 31 July 2020 (Image credit: Aaron Ufumeli) 

 

Thus, the military’s role across the country’s 

political and socio-economic spectrum stands in 

the way of democratic transition.  

In view of (i) a long-standing stalemate between 

the health ministry and health workers, (ii) 

rampant corruption and looting, (iii) planned 31 

July protests and (iv) new lockdown restrictions, 

the ZDI in line with its aim to advance democracy, 

development, good governance and human rights 

in Zimbabwe, recommends the government to do 

the following; 

 Immediately find a lasting solution to 

break its impasse with health workers. 

The solution must encompass paying 



all nurses and doctors a living wage in 

foreign currency and improving their 

working environment through procuring 

modern medical equipment. This will go 

a long way in ensuring every citizen 

access to quality health as a 

fundamental human right.  

 Investigating all reported cases of 

corruption and looting followed by 

prosecution of all perpetrators.  

 Adopting a human rights-driven 

approach of formulating and enforcing 

lockdown rules and regulations. 

 Intensifying COVID-19 information 

dissemination in accessible formats to 

cater for everyone in the country.  


