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I. Background 
 
Zimbabwe is the most acute and slow burning crisis in post-colonial Africa. For the past five years the country has been at free fall 
economically, defying all laws and theories of economics and political sciences. Although its economic downfall has accelerated these 
last two years, the country has passed forecasted breaking points several times, without collapsing. Analysts see the combined 
presidential, senate and parliamentary elections of 29 March as another major event with the potential of changing the country's near 
future. However dramatic changes may not happen so easily, hence the high risk of political violence which could be triggered by the 
frustrations of any loosing camp. There is a fear of a remake of the Presidential Elections of 2002, but with worse consequences. 
 
These scenarios again highlight the difficulty of analyzing the situation in Zimbabwe and classifying it, using well established categories 
in the continent. Although the electoral challenges faced by Zimbabwe are common of elections in Africa, the country is in many aspects 
a special case. Therefore, analysis should carefully avoid the pitfalls of easy analogies with other African countries, particularly the recent 
traumatic case of Kenya. In many aspects, the Zimbabwean political and ethnic geography lacks most of the ingredients required for the 
Kenyan boiling pot. However, these elections and their outcomes could lead to a greater humanitarian crisis in the country, with major 
impacts on a vulnerable populations already severely affected by the deadly combination of a crumbling economy, horrific inflation, food 
insecurity, limited or lack of access to basic services and the implacable cross-cutting effects of HIV&AIDS1. Zimbabwean at home will 
be the first and most affected, but also neighboring countries, through an increased flow of forced migrants. The burden of the response 
will be on humanitarian partners in Zimbabwe, but a high level of coordination will be required to synchronize interventions in all 
countries affected. 
 
Hopefully this unlikely scenario will not happen, but the UNCT in Zimbabwe has taken its responsibilities and prepared itself 
accordingly; updating the existing interagency and multi-hazards Contingency Plan. Similar efforts have been undertaken in neighboring 
countries with the support of UNHCR and OCHA. The challenge is to maintain a good level of awareness, continue the monitoring of key 
early warning indicators and triggers and ensure a constructive exchange of information on the situation analysis, existing response 
capacity, anticipated trends as well as resource mobilization. It is essential that humanitarian partners in the country and the region 
maintain a neutral and impartial profile in this period. The focus should be to preserve a fragile humanitarian space, limit and alleviate the 
suffering vulnerable groups.  
 
II. Situation Analysis 
 
In the absence of polls and established quantitative analyses, speculations are high for the elections in Zimbabwe. It is interesting to note 
that although the incumbent president remains the favorite, none of the main candidates is now certain to win. Robert Mugabe (ZANU-
PF), Simba Stanley Makoni (Independent) and Morgan Tsvangirai (MDC) are equally betting on their respective victory. These elections 
will therefore be highly contested; the probability of a rerun is increasingly accepted, but no one can predict the pair of the second tour.  
 
The country has been remarkably calm during the pre-election period. There has been no major violent incident reported and candidates 
have generally shown a high degree of self-control, well translated by the discipline of their followers. In general, candidates were 
allowed to campaign, organize meetings, although there have been complains on issues such as unequal access to media, limitation of 
rallies, intimidations, poor preparation and poor electoral infrastructure. However the serene pre-election atmosphere in Zimbabwe should 
not preclude post-election risks. As the three main candidates all strongly hope to win, it will be fair to expect that results may be 
contested in some areas as well as in general. This could lead to localized violence and repression from security forces, in an attempt to 
maintain law and order. The Government has been very clear no trouble will be tolerated and measures have already been taken to 
preposition army and police units accordingly, across the national territory. 
 
Considering all scenarios of forced movement of people inside the country or beyond its borders, the status of the economy is likely to 
remain the main push factor, particularly in the event of a victory of ZANU-PF, even after a rerun. The inflation rate in Zimbabwe is 
already astronomical, but it will likely reach another record level by mid April, making it more difficult to meet ends. In any case, with 
high unemployment and a dreadful inflation, more Zimbabweans are likely to migrate southward. The current worst case scenario will be 
met by one third just through this normal trend of the current curve. 
 

                                                 
1
 More than 4,000,000 Zimbabweans are currently dependent on humanitarian services, directly or indirectly, including in the form of remittances for 
the diaspora to help address basic needs such as food, healthcare, etc. Keeping their sense of humor, Zimbabweans see themselves as victims of many 
AIDS, such as the Acquired Industrial Decline Syndrome or the most vicious Acquired Inflation Disease Syndrome. 
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Consequently, South Africa, Mozambique, Zambia and Botswana are likely to see an increase of the current mixed flow of migrants, by 
all means, all doors and definitely very little requests for asylum. These migrants are already fueling a slow and multiform crisis. It will 
be a greater challenge for humanitarian organizations in affected countries. How are we prepared to deal with that? How to respond in the 
absence of refugee status for this flow of vulnerable people?  
 
Whatever the situation, the focus of humanitarian assistance should remain with vulnerable groups inside Zimbabwe. The humanitarian 
imperative of saving lives, mitigating the impacts of the economic meltdown should drive partners in their preparedness efforts, as it is 
also a strong incentive to recovery. 
 
III. Contingency Planning Revision  
 
A. Updated scenario 
 
The current multi-hazards Interagency Contingency Plan for Zimbabwe has been revised to better consider the unlikely worst case of 
political violence and resulting forced displacements. In the worst case: 250 000- 300 000 people could be seen fleeing to border areas in 
neighboring countries; the following estimated breakdown of forced migration flows may occur in the first two weeks of the crisis2: 
 

COUNTRY MIXED FLOW OF 
MIGRANTS 

REFUGEES IDPS COMMENTS 

Botswana 20-50,000 1- 5,000   
Mozambique 50-80,000 2.5-8000   
South Africa 70-100,000 20-50,000  Likely most affected country. 
Zambia 10-25,000 2-10,000   

 
Push factors 

• politically motivated violence between political parties 
• civil unrest 
• targeted violence by police and militia 
• breakdown in the rule of law 

 
Internal displacement of people (IDPs) 
In this scenario, it there could be more of IDPs than any exodus across borders. It should be noted that there is traditional “slow band” 
scenario (not  included  in the projections), where Zimbabweans have always been crossing borders of the mentioned countries for various 
reasons, including: labor/ in search for jobs, informal trade/ cross border trading and  visits to relatives etc. 
 
Push factors 

• localized violence, especially in urban and peri-urban areas 
• targeted violence by police or the militia 

 
 
B. Implementation of the cluster approach 
 
The election period is an opportunity to step up the implementation of the cluster approach in Zimbabwe. On 11 March the Emergency 
Relief Coordinator (ERC) sent a message to the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) in Zimbabwe in which he confirmed that all Inter-
Agency Steering Committee (IASC) Principals were in agreement with the implementation strategy proposed by the HC in his letter to 
the ERC of 27 February. 
 
The cluster approach in Zimbabwe is now officially activated as follows: 
 

Cluster Cluster lead(s) 
Nutrition UNICEF and Helen Keller International 
WASH UNICEF and Oxfam GB 
Emergency Telecommunications WFP and UNICEF 
Health WHO 
Agriculture FAO 

 
 
 

                                                 
2 We believe the worst case scenario could be around 150,000 people. 300,000 or more will include IDPs. 
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C. Practical arrangements 
 
The following arrangements are currently in place, to facilitate effective humanitarian coordination and resource mobilization in case the 
contingency plan is activated: 
 

1. The suggested contingency planning alert window is 15 March to 17 May 2008, around 29 March. It covers in space and time 
all possible outcomes of the electoral process, including a second tour. 

 
2. OCHA is maintaining an Emergency Relief Supply and Capacity Matrix for Zimbabwe, with the excellent cooperation of 

humanitarian partner organizations (list attached compilation of emergency stockpiles) 

3. Possible gap areas in coordination support have been identified, as well needs for surge capacity from HQ and regional level. 
 

4. Humanitarian analysis, monitoring and advocacy is being strengthened in view of the increased pressure on ongoing 
programmes. 

 
5. Weekly Sitreps will be issued for a period of 8 weeks, ending 17 May 2008. 

 
6. Daily meetings by the Crisis Group 

7. Emergency Focal points contact list updated 

8. Capacity mapping of the key humanitarian agencies/NGOs in Zimbabwe 

9. Strengthening cluster implementation 

10. Enhancement of information sharing mechanisms and information management tools 

11. Mapping and monitoring high risk geographical areas 

 
 


