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Evidence of severe torture in
Zimbabwe, which is experiencing
unrest in the weeks leading up to
the country’s presidential election
in March, has been uncovered by
a human rights organisation. 

A delegation from Physicians
for Human Rights, Denmark,
which visited Zimbabwe last
month, has reported finding “a
series of persons who gave con-
sistent and similar accounts of
exposure to torture.” Members
interviewed 14 people, of whom
four were classified as torture vic-
tims, while another four gave
accounts of ill treatment, one of
whom was a sitting MP. The four
torture victims had physical
wounds consistent with the
accounts of their treatment. 

The group, which has pub-
lished its report on a website
sponsored by the Zimbabwe
Democracy Trust, says it is “very
concerned about the politicisa-
tion of health care and the
harassment of human rights
organisations offering treatment
to victims of political violence.” 

Dr Hans Draminsky Petersen,
who led the delegation, told the
BMJ, “In medical literature acute
lesions that beyond any reason-
able doubt indicate torture are
very rarely described in a series
of victims. We think the medical
profession should be aware of
severe human rights violations
that are occurring daily in Zim-
babwe ahead of the elections and
should report their findings inter-
nationally, thereby assisting in
putting pressure on the Zimbab-
wean government to restore
human and democratic rights.” 

The delegates’ report states:
“We visited Zimbabwe for five
days in mid January 2002. We
documented human rights abus-
es including torture. Four of the
examinees came from two small
adjacent rural communities. They
gave the following consistent
descriptions of torture: they were
consecutively attacked by a group
of approximately 15 Zanu-PF
supporters [the political party
which supports President
Mugabe] on 14 January, from 10
pm until 2 am the following
morning.

“The perpetrators used sim-
ple weapons consisting of wood-
en handles with lengths of

barbed wire or stripped electrical
cables attached. All four were
beaten all over with these instru-
ments. Furthermore, one was
stabbed close to his eye with a
screwdriver, which left him blind,
and one was cut with knives.

“Three were stripped naked;
one of the spouses, four months
pregnant, was also beaten, as well
as a spouse with her nine month
old baby in her arms. Two had
their homes and possessions
burnt—including in one case the
clothes the family had been wear-
ing before being stripped naked.

“The clinical examination of
all four, carried out three days
after the assaults, showed hun-
dreds of partly-encrusted, irregu-
lar and linear lesions up to 40 cm
long on all parts of their bodies.” 

The team found that the
lesions were “all compatible by
age, appearance and localisation
with the history of torture given.
The four men had been severely
tortured, beyond any doubt. 

“The one stabbed close to the
eye was examined by an ophthal-
mologist who found retro retinal
bleeding consistent with the trau-
ma described.” 

All four men told the delega-
tion that some of the perpetrators
were well known to them, belong-
ing to the same two small com-
munities. The report commented
that that would make future rec-
onciliation extremely difficult. 

Three victims said the perpe-
trators had taken and destroyed
their ID cards, making them
unable to vote and liable to impris-
onment. The new Public Order
and Security Bill (January 2002)
lays down that a person who can-
not produce an ID card on the
demand of a police officer is liable
to six months’ imprisonment. 

Dr Petersen’s team point out
that as President Mugabe has
always issued pardons for politi-
cally motivated violence follow-
ing elections in the past, it was
unlikely that the perpetrators of
the atrocities documented in
their report would be brought to

justice if Mugabe stayed in office.
The four victims reported that

before the local hospital was pre-
pared to offer any treatment they
had to go to the police and request
a letter authorising such treatment. 

The delegation’s report says:
“In one case, the police refused
the letter (Case 4), which resulted
in a 24 hour delay before the vic-
tim could be admitted to hospital,
indicating that health profession-
als in rural Zimbabwe face
extreme political pressure in pro-
viding health care.

“Furthermore, human rights
organisations in Zimbabwe
involved in treating victims of
political violence have reported
groundless and clearly intimida-
tory staff arrests. 

“According to the new POSB
[Public Order and Security Bill]
any person whether inside or
outside of Zimbabwe who makes
any statement or does any act or
thing whatsoever, with the inten-
tion or possibility of engendering
feelings of hostility towards the
police, or undermining the
authority of the police, army,
prisons, or damaging public safe-
ty, essential services or the econ-
omy, has committed an offence
whether or not the publication
results in the above. The penalty
is up to five years in jail. 

“It remains to be seen how
this new law will be implemented,
but obviously it can be used to
imprison health professionals
who report violations committed
by any government agency.” The
team called for the international
community, including the medi-
cal profession, to “firmly con-
demn the absolute disrespect for
democracy and human rights in

Zimbabwe ahead of the presiden-
tial election 9-10th March, 2002.

“International and national
election observers and human
rights groups should have
immediate access to protect
civilians and document abuses
without reprisals,” the report
adds.

The full report can be accessed at
www.zwnews.com
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The 29 year old man on the left reported being beaten with barbed
wire, while the 49 year old man on the right reported being beaten
with stripped electric cable
16756, 16757

Corrections

Embryologist faces court hearing
In this news in brief paragraph
(19 January, p 130) we wrongly
reported that 39 couples had to
have their eggs destroyed after
poor record keeping at the
Hampshire Clinic and the North
Hampshire Hospital’s fertility
centre in Basingstoke. It should
have read embryos, not eggs, and
they have not yet been destroyed.
The Human Fertilisation and
Embryology Authority has com-
missioned a report from an inde-
pendent embryologist into what
should happen with the embryos.
Meanwhile the two doctors facing
a court hearing have had their
initial court appearance post-
poned until 22 February.

Pro-tobacco writer admits he should
have declared an interest
In this news article by Zosia Kmi-
etowicz and Annabel Ferriman (2
February, p 257) we gave the
wrong email address for readers
to access the email written by
philosopher Roger Scruton to
Japan Tobacco Industries. The
correct email address is
www.ash.org.uk. We apologise for
this error.
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