Background

Zimbabwe's civic organizations face a critical juncture as global funding priorities shift due
to geopolitical crises, donor fatigue, and domestic governance challenges. To maintain
their vital role in advocating for democracy and human rights, these groups must innovate
and adapt, transforming challenges into opportunities for resilience and local
empowerment. The challenges confronting Zimbabwe’s civic organizations are deeply
interconnected, and shaped by domestic governance failures, global trends, and
economic fragility. Below is a detailed breakdown of the three core challenges highlighted
earlier, with additional context and nuance:

1. Declining International Funding

a. Geopolitical Shifts and Donor Fatigue

Global crises such as the Ukraine war, climate disasters, and Middle Eastern conflicts
have redirected donor attention and resources away from Zimbabwe. Traditional Western
donors (e.g., EU, USAID) now prioritize “emergency” zones, leaving Zimbabwe’s long-
term governance and human rights issues underfunded. Additionally, decades of political
stagnation in Zimbabwe have led to donor fatigue, with some partners questioning the
efficacy of funding initiatives in a context where reforms remain elusive.

b. Political Risk and Sanctions

Zimbabwe’s contentious relationship with Western nations—rooted in unresolved post-
2000 land reforms, electoral violence, and human rights abuses—has led to targeted
sanctions on individuals and entities tied to the government. While these measures aim to
pressure elites, they inadvertently deter donors wary of legal risks or accusations of
“funding regime opponents.” This politicization of aid creates a chilling effect, with NGOs
forced to navigate complex compliance hurdles.

c. Shifting Donor Priorities

Emerging donors (e.g., China, Gulf states) increasingly focus on infrastructure and trade
rather than governance or civil society support. Meanwhile, Western donors now
emphasize climate adaptation and gender equality, forcing civic groups to rebrand
projects to align with these themes, even if it dilutes their core advocacy missions.

www.zimcodd.org +263 242 776830 zimcodd@zimcodd.co.zw



d. Dependency Trap

Many Zimbabwean NGOs rely on foreign funding for 80-90% of their budgets, creating
vulnerability when grants dry up. This dependency also fuels perceptions that civic groups
are “foreign agents,” a narrative exploited by the government to delegitimize their work
(see Political Constraints below).

2. Economic Hardships

a. Hyperinflation and Currency Instability
Zimbabwe’s economy remains in crisis, with annual inflation exceeding 1,000% in 2023
and a collapsing local currency (ZWL). For NGOs, this means:
. Eroded purchasing power: Grants denominated in USD lose value when converted to
ZWL for local operations.
. Unpredictable budgeting: Rapid price hikes make project planning nearly impossible.
. Salary struggles: Staff retention falters as wages fail to keep pace with inflation.

b. Unemployment and Poverty

With unemployment above 85%, ordinary citizens lack disposable income to support local
NGOs through donations. Poverty also narrows civic engagement, as citizens prioritize
survival over activism.

c. Operational Costs

Electricity shortages, fuel scarcity, and poor infrastructure inflate operational expenses.
For example, running generators during frequent power cuts consumes budgets meant for
community programs.

d. Brain Drain

Skilled professionals, including activists and NGO workers, emigrate en masse to South
Africa, Europe, or the UAE, depriving civic groups of technical expertise and leadership.

3. Political Constraints

a. Legal Repression

The government has weaponized laws to stifle dissent:
. Patriotic Bill (2023): Criminalizes “wilfully injuring Zimbabwe’s sovereignty and national
interests,” a vague provision used to target critics.
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. -Private Voluntary Organizations (PVO) Amendment Bill: Requires NGOs to register
under strict conditions, with the government empowered to dissolve groups deemed
“political.”

. Maintenance of Order and Peace Act (MOPA): This act replaces the colonial-era
Public Order and Security Act (POSA) but retains draconian requirements for protest
permits.

b. Intimidation and Surveillance

. Abductions and torture: Activists like journalist Hopewell Chin’ono and union leaders

have faced arrests, abductions, and torture.

. Digital surveillance: State-backed cyberattacks and social media monitoring target

NGOs and journalists. The 2021 Pegasus spyware scandal revealed government
hacking of civil society phones.

¢. Shrinking Civic Space

Media censorship: Independent outlets operate in exile, while state media amplifies
government propaganda.

-Self-censorship: Fear of reprisals forces NGOs to avoid sensitive topics like electoral
reform or military accountability.

d. Smear Campaigns

State actors label NGOs as “regime change agents” or “unpatriotic,” leveraging
nationalist rhetoric to turn public opinion against them. For example, the 2023
elections saw ruling party officials accuse civic groups of “colluding with sanctions
architects” to undermine Zimbabwe.

It is very important to highlight that these issues are interconnected and reinforce
each another:

Economic collapse deepens reliance on foreign funding, which exposes NGOs to
political attacks.

Political repression discourages diaspora investment and local philanthropy,
worsening economic woes.

Donor withdrawal weakens NGOs’ ability to document rights abuses or advocate for
reform, emboldening authoritarianism.
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Recommended Response Strategies

1. Diversify Funding Sources

. Local Philanthropy: Cultivate a culture of giving through campaigns that highlight
community impact. Tax incentives for local donations could spur support.

. Diaspora Engagement: Leverage Zimbabwe’s global diaspora via digital platforms for
remittances and crowdfunding.

. Social Enterprises: Develop revenue-generating initiatives, such as training programs
or consultancy services, while safeguarding mission integrity.

2. Strengthen Grassroots Mobilization

« Build trust through consistent community engagement and civic education,
empowering citizens to advocate for their rights.

« Volunteer networks and local partnerships can amplify reach without heavy financial
investment.

3. Leverage Technology and Low-Cost Tools

. Utilize social media for advocacy and mobilization, complemented by accessible tools
like community radio and SMS for broader outreach.

. Digital storytelling can highlight impacts, attracting both local and international
solidarity.

4. Form Strategic Coalitions

. Collaborate with regional and global NGOs to share resources, strategies, and
advocacy efforts. Coalitions can reduce costs and amplify voices.

. Cross-sector partnerships with academia or private entities can foster innovation.

5. Advocate for Enabling Policies
. Push for legal reforms to protect civic spaces and incentivize local philanthropy.
Diplomatic engagement with regional bodies (e.g., SADC, AU) can bolster pressure

for change.
. Transparent operations and accountability mechanisms build credibility with donors

and communities.
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6. Invest in Capacity Building

. -Train staff in adaptive leadership, digital tools, and financial management. Shared
resources among NGOs (e.g., co-working spaces) can cut costs.

. ‘Explore Alternative Funding Models- Crowdfunding and solidarity networks offer
decentralized support. International allies can provide technical assistance instead of
direct funding.

Conclusion

While shifting global funding poses significant challenges, it also invites Zimbabwe’s civic
groups to innovate and deepen local roots. By diversifying resources, harnessing
technology, and fostering grassroots solidarity, these organizations can sustain their
mission and emerge more resilient. The path forward demands creativity, collaboration,
and an unwavering commitment to civic empowerment—ensuring that Zimbabwe’s voices
remain loud and influential, even in turbulent times.

Zimbabwe’s civic sector is caught in a perfect storm of global neglect, economic ruin, and
authoritarian consolidation. Addressing these challenges requires not only adaptive
strategies from NGOs but also concerted international pressure to uphold democratic
norms and creative local solutions to build financial and operational resilience. Without
urgent action, the space for civic voices risks collapsing entirely—a dire outcome for
Zimbabwe’s future.

www.zimcodd.org +263 242 776830 zimcodd@zimcodd.co.zw



