An Action on the Death Penalty in Zimbabwe.

We are asked to write to the new Justice Minister, Emmerson Mnangagwa, to bring pressure to bear to finally abolish the death penalty in Zimbabwe. This would bring the country in line with most other countries in the Region and would extend the progress towards abolition that has already been made since Zimbabwe agreed to the recommendations in its Universal Periodic review in March 2012.

Real success is possible! International action and solidarity now will support AI Zimbabwe in its campaign in country. This may be the final push to make this happen. The abolition of the death penalty in Zimbabwe is perhaps in sight.
Background information.

Amnesty International Zimbabwe began campaigning for abolition of the death penalty in 2009 when Zimbabwe’s constitution making process began. When the new constitution was finally adopted in May 2013, the scope of the death penalty had been reduced. It decreased the number of capital crimes from three to one, excluded all women as well as men under the age of 21 at the time of the crime or who are over 70, and prohibited mandatory death sentences. However, this has so far had very little impact on the people on death row, most of whom are men. Currently two women and 87 men were on death row. 

In early 2013, a new hangman was appointed, filling a post that had been vacant since 2005, the year that the country’s last execution took place. Meanwhile, death sentences continue to be handed down. 

According to information gathered during Amnesty International’s campaign for abolition of the death penalty in Zimbabwe, including direct engagement with the major political parties, religious groups, traditional and other civic leaders, the media and members of the public, there is significant support for abolition in the country.  In 2013, both the current and previous Minister of Justice, Legal and Parliamentary Affairs have made statements in which their aversion to the death penalty has been made clear. In February 2013, Patrick Chinamasa, then Minister of Justice and Legal Affairs in Zimbabwe’s Government of National Unity was reported to have stated that: ‘As for the 76 inmates languishing in prison there was no way I, as the Minister of Justice, was going to recommend for their execution.’ 

In October 2013, the current Minister of Justice, Legal and Parliamentary Affairs, Emmerson Mnangagwa, said “there is no doubt as to the direction the country is taking with regard to this form of punishment” stating  that the new limitations on the death penalty represent “a positive development in efforts to eventually remove the death penalty from our Criminal justice systems.” The new Justice Minister’s opposition to the death penalty is in part born out of personal experience. In the 1960s, during the war of liberation against a white minority government in what was then Rhodesia, Emmerson Mnangagwa, who had been part of that liberation struggle, was imprisoned for ‘terrorist’ activities. He was sentenced to death and only escaped the hangman’s noose on a technicality - he was under the age of 21 at the time. He made reference to this experience during a function to commemorate World Day against the Death Penalty on 10 October 2013 in Harare organized by AI Zimbabwe. “As someone who has been on death row myself and only saved by an ‘age technicality’, I believe that our justice delivery system must rid itself of this odious and obnoxious provision.”

Support for abolition was also indicated by Zimbabwe’s acceptance of recommendations within the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) at the UN Human Rights Council in March 2012 to take steps to abolish the death penalty including by ratifying the Second Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).

Other countries within Southern African Development Community (SADC) with similar histories, such as Angola, Mozambique, Namibia and South Africa, have abolished the death penalty despite experiencing high levels of violence after achieving majority rule. Since 2000, Burundi, Cote d'Ivoire, Gabon, Senegal, Rwanda and Togo have also abolished the death penalty for all crimes. 

What we should do now.

Write to the Minister of Justice noting the positive developments and call for total abolition. 
Send copies to the Ambassador in London.

Please send your letters to arrive by the end of February 2014.

Suggested letter.

Hon Emmerson Mnangagwa

Minister of Justice, Legal and Parliamentary Affairs

Ministry of Justice, Legal and Parliamentary Affairs

P. Bag 7751 

Causeway 

Harare

Zimbabwe

Fax: +263 4 772999

Please send copies of your letters to the Zimbabwean Ambassador to the UK. 
His Excellency Mr Gabriel Mharadze Machinga
Embassy of the Republic of Zimbabwe
Zimbabwe House
429 Strand
London WC2R 0JR. Fax: 020 7379 1167 Email: zimlondon@yahoo.co.uk

Dear Hon Minister,

I am writing to welcome your comments on the issue of abolition of the death penalty in Zimbabwe, made on World Day against the Death Penalty on 10 October 2013.

As you know, Amnesty International is campaigning for total abolition of the death penalty in Zimbabwe as well as other countries around the world which still retain the ultimate, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment. I understand from your recent public comments and not least as a result of your personal experience, that you also support the call for total abolition of the death penalty. 

Over recent years there have been a number of positive indications of growing support for abolition in Zimbabwe, including the changes that were enshrined in the new Constitution in 2013; Zimbabwe’s acceptance of the recommendations of the UPR in 2012 and the undertaking to ratify the Second Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).

I urge you as Minister of Justice, Legal and Parliamentary Affairs to ensure that Zimbabwe works concretely towards implementation of the UPR recommendations. The Second Optional Protocol obliges Member States not to execute, and to take measures to abolish the death penalty. An official moratorium on executions would be a concrete and constructive measure towards total abolition of capital punishment.

Alongside your personal insight on the death penalty, your appointment as Minister of Justice, Legal and Parliamentary Affairs places you in an exceptionally influential position to champion for its abolition in Zimbabwe.

If Zimbabwe was to abolish of the death penalty it would join a progressive trend in the region in which Angola, Mozambique, Namibia and South Africa have abolished the death penalty after achieving majority rule. Zambia and Malawi have official moratoriums in place. Across the continent since 2000, Burundi, Cote d'Ivoire, Gabon, Senegal, Rwanda and Togo have also abolished the death penalty for all crimes.

I urge to take all steps in your power to ensure that Zimbabwe continues to take progressive steps on this matter, beginning with implementation of an official commutation of all death sentences, as a precursor to total abolition of the death penalty.

Thank you for your positive consideration of these issues. 

Yours sincerely

