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| have on my desk, a silver, two-shilling, 1947 u®rn Rhodesia King George VI coin, and two big
copper pennies with holes in the middle, one fr@#9l(Southern Rhodesia) and one from 1956 (Rhodesia
and Nyasaland). These are prized souvenirs of mg ih a COPAC outreach team, physical memorabilia
for one of many fascinating memories that my tiipie the farthest corners of rural Matabelelandehkeit

me enriched by.

| came by these coins in a remote rural villagat(#hall be kept nameless to protect its inhatsjanhere

we had a very outspoken and ebullient meeting aithund 150 people, unbelievably squashed into one
school classroom. [1] It was one of those windysd#hat one gets in late winter, ahead of the rains
gusting dust across a dry and barren landscapgldPicthis area harvested very little last yeleré is no
grazing left now, and every living creature is hingnd waiting for the rains — desperately waitfog
them. As was our usual experience, scores of paepte patiently sitting in the sparse shade oftlttoen
trees, looking out for our convoy of four 4x4s toiae from Bulawayo to give them their turn to shexut,

to tell us what they wanted a new Zimbabwean ctuigth to say. We also, predictably, had the usual
clutch of plain-clothes police and secret policbpvhad arrived in a vehicle ahead of us.

This was a typical COPAC gathering for Matabelelandut of well over one hundred participants, only
sixteen people were visibly aged under twenty fiwéth the majority aged over fifty, and a good
smattering of octogenarians. There is simply a imisgeneration out there — nearly all the youngltadu
have gone to Johannesburg or elsewhere in seansbréaf Many people were skeletally thin. Most were
dressed in their best, in recognition of the imance of the occasion — old suits held together vatieful,
obvious stitches on the corners of pockets andgaibe frayed ends of jacket sleeves; beautifuldftgn
thread-bare dresses, along with coats and sca8eese had shoes that were so cracked and torr thasi
hard to believe that they still remained on a péieet. A scattering of mostly very well behaveables sat
on their mothers’ laps, breastfeeding and dozimgl eccasionally coughing with that hacking cough of
winter. As the meeting progressed the numbers sdietls people who had walked many kilometers to be
there finally arrived, and as word spread that @@PAC team really had arrived for the advertised
meeting.[2] And towards the end of the meetingewasning approached, women began to filter out,oto g
and begin cooking what could well have been the/ onkal for that day, before the light disappeared
entirely, leaving them in the electricity-less dafikheir huts.

This particular grouping was anxious to speak aunediately — they were unstoppable in their opision
on everything. From the minute the national antheas over, they began to express their views on how
they were being governed. They were angry, but polge and orderly fashion. One after anotherythe
stood up and blamed the government for their pgyéot their lack of development, for the fact thieir
children had all had to leave the area in ordesuivive, and had had precious little schoolinghe tast
few years. There were no skills training opportesitocally, there were no jobs, there was no fabdre

had been no government sponsored development fgajeany kind since 1968...

Yes, but in view of all this, what therefore do yaant to see in the constitution, they were coriktan
reminded. What should the constitution say about yights? about youth? about empowerment? abeut th
media?

We want a constitution that does not let one pessay in power for thirty years!



We want a constitution that gives us compensatiwsndukurahundi — we were murdered in this region
more than twenty years ago, and there are widowsogphans from those years that have remained poor
all their lives because of these murders!

Yes, yes! — this angry man had very obvious supperivas being egged on by many of those present.

An old man stood up with the aid of his walkingcktand announced — | am more than seventy years old
and have no birth certificate. | lost it many, mamars back and went to (main town in district) avab

told that | must go to Harare to get a long birgitificate. To Harare! He waves his stick in diggt#ow

am | supposed to get money to go to Harare? | rowe@ that | shall die without a birth certificateat my
age! As if | had never been born. He sat down.

A woman put her hand up and then related that wiegrold mother went to the local government offices
to apply for a passport, she was shouted at byoaghpeaking youngster who ordered her to speakaSho
She could not, and so left the office in confusion.

This is Matabeleland, the woman politely pointed wmuus, government officials must speak to usun o
language, in SiNdebele! We want a constitution #mts this. We want our children taught in theistfi
language up to grade seven — and we want locab istdtions in our language. Some people here speak
Kalanga and others elsewhere in Matabeleland speaka, and Venda and Sotho. They must all have
radio stations, and schools, in their languages.

One of the few young men present, made a pointtabrapowerment — we want local jobs for local pepple
and we want local control of our resources. Whypdople come from Harare and show a paper that they
say is permission from the government to chop doumtrees, in this district so far from Harare? {de

not even employ locally, they bring outsiders torlour trees! And wild animals like elephants henare
rights than we do — they trample our crops, everchildren, but we cannot kill them, by law.

An old woman stood with difficulty, and smoothedwdoher skirt. We think we should be able to send
someone from our village to Harare to see how titéonal budget is drawn up, and to make sure those
who draw up the budget understand our needs. Hawthat every year there is a government budget fo
roads, and schools and clinics, yet we have neaam any of these things built in our area, for lmany
years? Maybe they don’t know that we need thesgy¢hi

And so on, and so on. Our rapporteurs consulted teartslated these issues into ‘constitution-speak’:
language rights, minority rights, cultural rights¢al rights, media rights, freedom from torturel anurder,
the right to compensation after government abuaad-the big one — devolution of power. People acros
the Matabeleland region expressed their frustragiod indignation at the lack of accessibility tdicél
services locally, the centralisation of power anocpsses in Harare, the opaque nature of decisadinm

far away, around issues that intimately affectesdrttaily lives. The overwhelming request was fogager
powers for local authorities, and local controkapenditure in the provinces across the board.

Will the COPAC findings result in a constitution written by “the people™?

To be honest, it has never been my conviction ttie people” and the monumental 30,000 pages of
rapporteurs’ reports, were really going to contiibumore than marginally to a new constitution.
Ultimately, lawyers and politicians are going td around many tables, and argue for possibly many
months, about what should be in our new constituti8] This will be a continuation of a discussitirat

has been going on for over a decade that has iedotiwics and all political parties since the Na#b
Constitutional Assembly first made a new constitata national issue in the 1990s.

It is in fact almost nonsensical to talk of ordingreople writing a constitution. At a meeting whéie
COPAC team had just asked what “the people’s opinieas, in relation to the offices of the ombudsman
and the comptroller general, an old man pointed-oitiis as if you have just described to me a fieod
that | have never heard of, or seen, and then askeldow | like the taste!



Most people at our meetings had no idea of whatdifference was between an ‘Independent’ and an
‘Executive’ Commission, which commissions currerghkisted, or how their members should be appointed.
They had no clue as to how judges are currentlpiapgd and therefore could only guess on the sptireo
moment how they should be appointed in the futlseit on the basis of such guesses and wondrous
exclamations that our constitution should be wnitte

On the other hand, certain broad trends that degamt to our future constitution were clear afistening

to what “the people” had to say. For example, whilill range of opinions were expressed over tithe,
emphatic trends in our meetings were the desiréldoplution of power to provincial governments, and
dominating idea that all government positions atiomal and provincial level should be filled either
through elections, or by appointment of parliamenind not the president. And as already illustratettie
earlier description in this article, people haveas of what should be in a Bill of Rights.

Yet it is equally clear that these broad trendsehearied considerably depending on which province i
Zimbabwe was expressing the opinions, and deperasm on how free people felt to speak out. The
COPAC experience has been far from uniform — andmudf the independent media reporting has exposed
the atmosphere of fear and intimidation in whichngnautreach meetings were held, in Manicaland,
Masvingo and Mashonaland — and which we in Matdéete were luckily spared. In Harare, some
meetings over the weekend of 30 October once atggjenerated into a ZANU controlled farce. [4]

How then, is it going to be possible to recondile bften very opposed and oppressed opinions that h
come to the fore nationally? These opinions withgly become the fodder for the teams of lawyersp wh
will use their very general prevalence to lobbytfweir particular viewpoints during those monthsaind
table negotiations.

But as a constitutional lawyer recently pointed mmume, constitutions are not written to protee thghts

of majorities, but to protect minorities and themgoless. Writing a constitution is not a proces®sglithe
numerically dominant view automatically has to @i\the principles that best protect the rightd areds

of all people are what should be included, not possibly repressive, power hungry position of a
controlling majority.

Choosing principles for a constitution should netdbout “vote counting” but about weighing up which
systems are most democratic, and would allow adpfeeincluding minorities, a strong say in theirrow
governance. But, in our intensely polarised Zimbepeach political party will try to push whichever
version of a constitution favours its own powerdyand principles of inclusivity and fairness aralanger
of being pushed to one side for short-term politiyzan.

This obsession with short-term gains rather thant®o-hundred-year perspective was very clear durin
the outreach exercise. People seemed unable to ltleiyond the next election, and which system would
most benefit their party in that election. When AANPF supporters argued for the continuation of a
supreme president with sweeping powers, | couldalp wondering if it ever crossed the corners eirth
minds that the next, all powerful president jusgitinot be from ZANU PF, and whether, in that eyent
they might regret him having enormous powers? iryil when MDC supporters argued for a 24 hour
hand-over/take-over after elections — and ZANU Rfued for a six month hand-over/take-over, | again
wondered if anyone was really thinking beyond thgtrelection and to all the elections thereafter.

While MDC supporters may shout — out, out, the idierg must just go, same day as the election resbilt
wonder if they will be still saying that in a hybetical six or ten or twelve years, when it maytheir
president who must “just go”. And would ZANU PF tinat latter situation be arguing for him to stay
another six months to ensure a smooth transitiofit.is?to be hoped that cool, calm constitutiongbents
with a longer perspective will play a role in oanstitution-making....

What did the COPAC outreach achieve, if anything?



Our constitution will of course be the product @fiical compromise, as bearing in mind the balaate
political powers in the current unity governmerit, taree principles will have to agree to it, howev
grudgingly, before it is put to public referenduNp single party can carry the 66% majority votedssk
in parliament to adopt a new constitution, and dfeme by the time a draft appears in the public, ¢ye
political horse-trading will have already been dotidt is horse-trading that will indubitably delg our
constitutional future, what then has been the bgriefiny, of COPAC outreach? Here, | can spealy on
from personal observation, resulting from three themf almost daily outreach meetings.

In spite of the presence of police and CIO, eachusfMatabeleland meetings ended with a tangibtstbu
of excitement and relief, as people filed out watlsense, at the very least, of having spoken otlnowi
being told that this, or that, was something thatytcould not say. People in our region experieribed
power of cartharsis, as they stood up and recikxs$ tof frustration and despair while others listirand
these small moments of ‘truth telling” certainhyftleutreach teams with a clear message and hopefull
gave those who spoke out a sense of being heaich wan be beneficial in and of itself.

These remote communities had never before hadfamabflelegation, including members of parliament,
sit and listen to them without judgement for hooinsend, simply asking questions and writing dowratwh
they said. MPs and other ‘important’ people mightrare occasions have appeared previously, but this
would have mostly been in the context of politicallies, where people would have been lecturechrad,
given the usual false promises. COPAC allowed @mjirfiolk to turn the tables, to lecture and prorzain
back at officials for once in their lives, and titicise those who make false promises and abie®.th

Furthermore, people who showed up at our COPAC ingetind sat through twenty-six “talking points”
left with a more developed sense of what is inatlisthea constitution, and of how a nation is governg
was not the role of COPAC to offer detailed civitueation. This should have been done prior to COPAC
by civics, but by and large was not, partly owindack of political space in large parts of the oy, and
owing also to civic misgiving over the process, ethimeant that many organisations held back. [5]
Nonetheless, every COPAC meeting was a crash cautbe constitution, exposing many people for the
first time to the idea of separation of powers, amdhe existence of various structures and checkks
balances that are supposed to make states accleuritdbw foods” were briefly described to audiences
hungry to hear about them.

Every COPAC meeting was video recorded and taperded. This means that an incredibly rich archive
now exists, which — in our region at least — hgstwad on a wide scale the preoccupations of ordina
people in 2010: their daily vexations, their asstioms and preconceptions about government, abaut th
police, about citizenship, land, war veterans amaditional leaders. And many of these opinions were
surprising. A gold mine of reference material nowsts, much of which is more relevant to social
historians and humanitarian agencies than to thdsewrite constitutions, and it is to be hoped thadue
course, once the constitutional exercise is wedirpthis material will be made available to sch®land
policy makers across a broad spectrum.

In parts of the country beyond Matabeleland, wher@ny outreach meetings were reportedly highly
repressed, resulting even in violence on occasjéhysone lesson at least is clear from COPAC - the
political space to hold an election simply does exist, if a simple meeting to gather views arotimel
constitution is not possible without thuggery antinnidation.

Further observations

The overwhelming impression carried away from ommote Matabeleland village after another was the
profound alienation of ordinary people from the pqalitic, and their very clear and unambiguous
perception that their grinding poverty should b k&t the doors of those who have (badly) goveritheth

for all the decades of their lives — both pre aastpndependence.

It is not my conviction that anything is going tbamge in the lives of Zimbabwe’s poorest rural devel
any time soon. Certainly a new constitution willadge little on the ground, however wonderful or
otherwise the final draft may be. A constitutionaispiece of paper, and while it can lay an impdrtan



foundation for governance, it will require manyrsfgcant shifts in socio-economic conditions befdife
advances for most Zimbabweans. Democratisationigtsnsf so much more than a constitution, it neseds
state that cares enough to enforce the Bill of Riglo provide quality health care and educatiot faiod

to all citizens, to ensure a country in which eaoim expansion can provide work for generations of
youngsters to come — and many other things.

The people who gathered to speak to us were poastlynextremely so, and many appeared to have a
deep-seated awareness that they currently had mioot@ver whatever-out-there might change that for
their children.

The desire to make it very clear to COPAC how metigolicy has driven the already poor into worse
poverty was demonstrated graphically at that latger gathering in Matabeleland, where we begas thi
account. An old man rose up very deliberately mrtiddle of the meeting and came up to the frdiieta

As he walked towards us, he fished deep into hik@ts, and by the time he reached us, his hands wer
full of coins and notes of all descriptions. Thésethrust down in front of us, stood back and peuirat
them — a pile of worthless Zimbabwe coins and notfesvery denomination — the old ‘bearer cheques' a
the ones that came before and after these — husydrexnisands, millions and billions in obsoleterency.

How is it possible, he asked, for a man to havensoh money in his pocket and to be starving? Hoiv is
possible for a man to be so rich and yet to haveaney to buy food? This is what Zimbabwe has done
us.

Behind him people laughed and cheered in appreaiand identification, as we did too. This was tiat
first time our COPAC team had been reminded thapfeehave huts full of worthless notes, but thetfir
time it had been so graphically illustrated. Thiaswelearly a long planned and deeply felt statenem

old man must have thought about it for days wheimdsrd COPAC was coming. He must have gathered
up his junk money and deliberately brought it te theeting and then sat there, waiting for his mdrten
throw it down and express his indignation.

| was staring fascinated at all these coins, whgpidd the three — the silver two-shilling piece #me two
pennies. | commented, and asked to meet the old aftan the meeting. | explained that some people
collected such old coins and | would take his nameé address and look up the value on the inteoret f
him, and get in touch in the future. This | diddastablished the worth of the silver two-shilliraged the
pennies. In due course, | arranged to swop ‘reahay for these collector’s items.

Now | have these three coins on my desk, to remiadevery day of how people who deserve better have
been abused by their governments over the decafiésw honest, hard working men and women have
seen their frugal savings turned to dust. Thesascaiso remind me of the dreams, aspirations and
frustrations of the thousands of Zimbabweans we aret who hope, although not always with convigtion
that a new constitution might change the futuretfi@m — or that COPAC might, at the very least,vegn
their heartfelt disempowerment up the ladder otmdn

The views and impressions expressed in this ardidethose of the author alone and in no way ctaim
represent the official views of COPAC itself.

[1] The meeting described here could be any ondoakns that we attended — issues raised were very
similar from one venue to another, across all tistridts of Matabeleland. Original contributions neen
SiNdebele and are paraphrased here, and at timesabsimilar comments made over the course of the
meeting that forms the backbone of this articlefeMeondensed into one. However, everything that thi
article claims to have been said, was actually at@he of our meetings.

[2]Owing to logistical chaos, official announcememtid not always mean the arrival of a team, which
affected attendances. Often the outriders supptosadvertise the event only reached the villageceored

a day before the team, or even on the same daghvetdéo severely undermined participation at tinaes,
resulted in COPAC aborting meetings because noledyshowed up. However, in such instances the
meetings were, in our area, always re-advertisdd@ok place at a later date.



[3] This is a personal view, not COPAC'’s. Thereddeen well over 4,000 COPAC meetings, attended by
around 800,000 people countrywide: if one estim8tpages of transcripts per meeting, this is 00e0®
pages of reporting! It would take months to colldiis systematically.

[4] Other COPAC meetings, such as those in Chitumgwand Glen View, Belvedere, Kuwadzana,
Kambuzuma, Highfields, all in Harare, were reportesl having proceeded peacefully and without
interference this same weekend: The Standard, ‘{Hpalice presence at COPAC meetings”, 30 October
2010.

[5] Precisely because the exercise was seen astiadiie a farce that would be hijacked by politic&
many NGOs made a point of boycotting involvement, iib the opinion of this author, by so doing they
missed an opportunity to undertake civic educatti@t would have benefited people above and beyoad t
COPAC exercise. The Matabeleland ConstitutionaloRefAgenda did reach around 10,000 people in
constitutional civic education meetings during 2AQ@9 but this was a fraction of the number of 70;00
that finally attended meetings across this region.

[6] See ZZZICOMP reports, June to October, whiatorded thousands of violations during the outreach.
Also, for example, Veritas Zimbabwe, Peace Wato2a100, 10 October 2010.



