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The government on Friday finally gazetted the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission Bill, that will give the nine member commission powers to investigate rights violations in the country.

However, and more controversially, the Bill prevents the commissioners' from dealing with any political violence before 2008. A clause in the Bill allows Human Rights Commissioners only to look at rights abuses after they were sworn into office on 13th February 2009.

The passage of the Bill in parliament was delayed due to opposition from MDC-T legislators who felt it didn't address the contentious issues of killings, torture, and politically motivated violence preceding the 2008 presidential run-off election. It also means the tragic events of the Gukurahundi would never be investigated.

In 2008 supporters and officials of ZANU PF, army officers, war vets and youth militia went on a state sponsored orgy of violence that left over 500 MDC-T supporters dead, tens of thousands injured and half a million displaced.

Many of those who have committed abuses in the past have remained free to carry out further acts of violence and intimidation, and those in the security forces have even been promoted.

Lawyer and pro-democracy activist Dewa Mavhinga told SW Radio on Monday the gazetting of the Bill means the commission can now start to operate: 'The commission was appointed three years ago but it was unable to carry out its functions because they had no legal framework to do so. Now that their operations have been legalized they can start work and look at cases of political violence,' Mavhinga said.

According to the Act the commission will be also be responsible for visiting and inspecting prisons, places of detention, refugee camps and related facilities in order to ascertain the condition under which inmates are kept.

The commission will be chaired by Professor Reginald Austin, a Zimbabwean law professor who was active in the liberation struggle and a member of the legal team at the independence negotiations at Lancaster House in London in 1979, where he worked on behalf of ZAPU. Other members of the commission are; Ellen Sithole, Joseph Kurebwa, Jacob Mudenda, Japhet-Ndabeni Ncube, Sheila Matindike, Ona Jirira and Norma Niseni.

Elasto Mugwadi also sits on the human rights commission. As the former chief immigration officer he supervised the stripping of citizenship status and rights of close to 1.5 million Zimbabwean mine and commercial farm workers, born of parents from Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia. This exercise resulted in statelessness for all these victims, who were also denied the right to vote in the 2002 presidential elections. In 2003 he refused to comply with a High court order to block the deportation of well known American journalist Andrew Meldrum. Human rights lawyer Beatrice Mtetwa fought for Meldrum to stay in Zimbabwe, but he was illegally 'kidnapped' by the police who bundled him into a vehicle and drove him straight to the airport. At the time of his deportation Meldrum held a valid residence permit.
© AllAfrica, 2012
