“MUGABE’s no good,” says
Edward, the driver of my taxi in
Bulawayo. “We've just had an
increase in maize, bread and
milk.”

Wherever | go in Zimbabwe,
word on the street has it that it
won'’t be long before the petrol
price also takes a hike.

Peasants and businessmen
are deeply worried about the
plummeting Zimbabwean dol-
lar, the government’s predilec-
tion for taxes and its seeming

paralysis in dealing with the

country's economic woes.

“The outlook for Zimbabwe is
pretty grim,” says University of
Zimbabwe political analyst Dr
John Makumbe.

.“The economy is in trouble,
there is civil strife and unhap-
piness with the political lead-
ership. Things are generally
uncertain, unpredictable.”

The problem, says Makumbe,
lies in Mugabe himself.

He says citizens, both in rural
and urban areas, have lost pa-
tience with him.

“Many think he doesn’t know
how to run a modern state,
especially in light of the struc-
tural adjustment programimne,
the unleashing of market forces
. and the abandonment of social-
ism as a means of production.

“The capitalist state Zimbab-
we is meant to be is an unknown
quantity to a person like
Mugabe, who has an old-fash-
ioned, obsolete notion of state
sovereignty and ownership of
the means of production.”

But those living in Zimbab-
we's rural areas are not inter-
ested in political theories. It's
the failure to earn a living that’s
left them unhappy with the
state of affairs.
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Those concerned with eking
out a daily existence are not the
only ones disenchanted with
the Zimbabwean president —
in diplomatic circles it is well
known that the IMF and World
Bank, among others on the
international circuit, would like
to see a change in political lead-
ership. Often in conversations
with representatives of foreign
countries, Makumbe says,
Zimbabwe's post of finance
minister comes up as the coun-
try’s main problem.

“If the finance minister had
free rein and could make policy
decisions that would be
observed and respected, there
would be less trouble, For ex-
ample, the war veterans were
recently granted lump sums of
Z$50 000 and Z$2 000 a month
for the rest of their lives with-
out anyone saying, ‘Hey, what's
in the treasury?' ”

The upshot of that decision
has been that three other
groups involved directly or oth-
erwise in the “Rhodesian War”
— the returnees and detainees,
the war collaborators and the
widows of war veterans — have
also made demands on the
state’s purse.

Makumbe says if Mugabe had
a good team around him the
government could still func-
tion. “But it’s largely believed
he has surrounded himself with
... a whole team that is out of
touch with reality and is appar-
ently afraid to challenge their
leader. Cabinet ministers ...
are scared of suggesting ideas
that may be construed as being
weird, unpatriotic and selling
out to the IMF.”

This is a factor which, he
says, features strongly in Mu-
gabe's thinking. “He is very un-
happy about being controlled,
dictated to by the IMF, World
Bank or international donors,
even though he needs the mon-
ey for Zimbabwe to survive.”

Add to this litany of problems
the issue of widespread corrup-
tion, and the scenario looks
increasingly bleak. “The latest
report . . . indicates top public
officials dipped their fingers in-
to the War Victims’ Fund to the
tune of Z$450-million. Hopefully
it gets to Parliament.” To illus-
trate his point, Makumbe men-
tions the reported Z$6,5-million
that Mugabe’s wife is believed
to have spent on building a 30-
room mansion. “She claims to

have repaid this amount, but
we have seen little proof.”

If the situation in Zimbabwe
is so bad, why is it that the
International Finance Corpora-
tion, the World Bank’s private
arm, recently took a combined
41 percent stake in the Com-
mercial Bank of Zimbabwe?
“Zimbabwe is still a reasonably
viable economy, and among
African economies, outside SA,
it has the most diverse econ-
omy, with a developed infra-
structure, where things work.”

Makumbe believes investors
looking for a good bargain will
go to Zimbabwe, although they
“won't invest lots and will stick
with established industries”.

After the recent riots in Zim-
babwe, demonstrating stu-
dents were reported as saying
that Mugabe was leading the
country towards “another
Indonesia”, in an obvious ref-
erence to the events that led to
the recent resignation of Pres-
ident Suharto. But the students,
says Makumbe, would need
support from workers. “They
have wooed the Zimbabwean
Council of Trade Unions, so far
unsuccessfully, but if the petrol
price is raised then I believe
they'll get that support.”

Add to this the emergence of
anew political party — the Gen-
eral Conference of Patriots (all
of whom are under 40), which is
intent on working for a change
in government — and you have
a scenario that will doubtless
give Mugabe and his colleagues
something substantial to chew
over at their regular Tuesday
cabinet meetings.

® Begg is a travel and current
affairs writer based in Johannes-

burg
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