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Interview with Rindai Chipfunde-VAVa, 
DIRECTOR OF THE Zimbabwe Election Support 
Network (ZESN)

By Conectas Human Rights*

Conectas conducted this interview during Rindai’s participation in the IX 
International Human Rights Colloquium in São Paulo, Brazil in November 2009. 
Since June 2007, Conectas has facilitated the cross-regional campaign “Friends 
of Zimbabwe”, which is composed of seven NGOs from six Latin American 
countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Peru and Venezuela). The campaign 
is carried out in partnership with NGOs in Zimbabwe, including the ZESN and 
Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights (ZLHR). 

The objectives of the campaign are: (1) to increase awareness of the current 
situation in Zimbabwe among different stakeholders; (2) to empower NGOs from 
Zimbabwe, by sharing experiences and supporting their actions; (3) to lobby 
governments from Latin America to pressure and inf luence the government 
of Zimbabwe to reestablish the rule of law and protect human rights; and (4) 
to promote collaborative actions at the African Union (AU), Organization of 
American States (OAS) and United Nations (UN) levels.

Conectas: How did you become involved in monitoring elections?

R: I started my career working for a human rights organization named 
ZimRights during the late 1990s. Whilst working there, I observed elections.  
I once observed elections in Malawi and realized that positive electoral changes 
were taking place because of the presence of observers. I also realized that in 
Zimbabwe there was nothing in this regard for elections. As a result, a group 
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) formed the Zimbabwe Election 
Support Network (ZESN) in 2000.  The elections held upon its inception 
were very contestable and the stakes were very high. The elections were very 

*We would like to thank Rebecca Dumas for her collaboration in the transcription of this interview and 
Tamaryn Nelson for the final editing
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controversial because, for the first time, there was a very strong opposition - the 
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC). This made election observation 
very relevant to every civil society organization. Had the election observation 
not happened, I think most of the irregularities would have gone undetected. 

Conectas: How is the ZESN organized?

R: ZESN was formed at the end of 1999, but the actual work began when 
we observed the local government elections in 2000. Since then, we never 
have stopped observing elections. In terms of the structure, we are a coalition 
of 30 organizations, all of which participate in the annual general meeting. 
There is also a Board and the Secretariat, which I am heading as the National 
Director. We also have field offices in three provinces, in addition to the head 
office in Harare. 

Conectas: What activities did ZESN conduct during the last election in Zimbabwe?

R: In the 2008 election we went beyond general observation. Most election 
observation groups do “parallel vote tabulation*”, but for Zimbabwe we decided 
on doing “sample-based observation”.

Sample-based observation works in the following way: statistically based, 
a sample of polling stations is chosen and an observation team is deployed. 
As soon as the results are counted at the polling station, they are transmitted 
to the main communication center, where they are tallied and the projection 
is calculated, taking into consideration the margin of errors, confidence 
levels, and so forth. In addition to using this method, we had ten thousand 
observers at nine-thousand polling stations all over the country so we were 
physically present in almost all polling stations. This alone built confidence 
in the Zimbabweans, even in terms of our projection. After we released the 
results of our projection, the Electoral Commission could not release results 
for a month. Finally, when the results were released, they fit into our margin 
of error and, therefore, the official results were within our projection.

This was the first time that ZESN used “sample-based observation” so 
we hired consultants to guide us. A lot of research was conducted and it was 
very successful.  Many countries have used this methodology, but I think we 
are the first group to do it in Africa.

Conectas: What was essential to organize it successfully?

R: To ensure the success of the project it needs a statistician, telephonists, 
Information Technology (IT) staff, data capturers, a database developer and 
a project manager to run the whole process. As far as equipment, you need 

*The Parallel Vote Tabulation (PVT) is an election observation methodology that is employed for independent 
verification (or challenge) of election results. It involves observation of the voting and counting of ballots at 
the polling stations, collection of official polling station results and independent tabulation of these results, 
parallel to election authorities.
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efficient communication systems, including satellite phones, cell phones, 
and vehicles. These are very important for the collection of results. Most 
importantly, there is need for a lot of volunteers. 

As I mentioned earlier, we worked with a total of ten thousand (10,000) 
volunteers. Within those ten-thousand (10,000), 500 were for the projection 
only. These volunteers were prioritized in terms of communication because the 
results collected are supposed to be known and announced within twenty-four 
(24) hours. The results are then compared with the Electoral Commission’s 
results but we wanted to announce beforehand so as to deter any kind of fraud 
in the election results.  Therefore, it was very important for us to collect and 
announce the results within 24 hours. Otherwise, the whole purpose of the 
project would have been defeated. 

Conectas: During the Colloquium, we discussed how difficult it is for human rights 
advocates to understand elections as a human rights issue. What is your view?

R: Elections fall under citizen and political rights, and when you look around 
the world - for example, in Kenya and Zimbabwe - there are lots of human 
rights violations associated with elections. These are in the forms of torture, 
beatings, killings, forced disappearances, arson and so forth.  For me, that’s 
when elections become a human rights issue. In Zimbabwe, elections are 
very much related to human rights violations. If it weren’t for the elections, I 
don’t think we would have such a bad record. When you look at the records 
of Zimbabwe’s crises, they all took place during the years of elections.  When 
you look at elections, there are so many rights that are involved: the right to 
assembly, the right of association, the right of free speech and free association, 
etc. These rights are somehow violated within the context of elections and 
that’s the key. I think human rights organizations should consider this and 
focus on it as a thematic issue in their various scopes of work. 

Conectas: Why do you think there has been a recent increase in violence after elections 
in several African countries?

R: After independence, most political parties that had taken part in liberation 
struggles pursued the single-party system. Therefore, from the 1980s to the 
1990s, there were virtually no opposition political parties. At the end of the 
1990s, we noted opposition parties emerging as was the case in Zambia. As 
other countries realized that it was the “end warning” [to the single-party 
system], there was need for them to “watch out” for opposition parties. As a 
result, these parties began to be treated as “enemies” that were representing 
Western interests and coming to unsettle the liberation struggle regimes. For 
these opposition parties, the only way to fight back was through violence, 
which they had experienced during the liberation struggle and they hadn’t 
forgotten. The result of this polarization is violent elections because of a 
lack of tolerance for differing political views. When you look also at our 
electoral systems, most countries use the “first past the post” voting, where 
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the winner takes all and forms the government. It is unlike a proportional 
representational system, where many are represented in Parliament and power 
is shared across parties. 

Conectas: How do you see the role of the international community within this 
context of polarization?

R: In terms of elections, the international community should support local 
initiatives such as domestic observers. At the same time, they also should 
send international observers to augment the work we do. I also think that the 
international community should fund more projects related to democracy, 
elections and voter education. Voter education is fundamental. It is important 
that people know their rights and how to vote so that they will do so on an 
informed basis. I also think that once they know their rights, they will feel 
more confident that their vote counts.  

Conectas: What about the international role of African countries?  Do you think 
it is possible to break the pattern of African countries voting in block at the United 
Nations?

R: It’s a process and it depends on the situation. I think that the United Nations 
(UN) should be more thematically oriented, rather than country-based. If you 
want to put a country such as Zimbabwe on the agenda before discussing any 
specific issue, other countries such as China, Russia and even South Africa 
will sit on the fence.  If specific countries are placed on the agenda, I don’t 
see how those voting blocks would go away.  There is also Pan-Africanism. 
We need strategies on how to put the specific issues on the table.

Conectas: As you mentioned China, we would like to ask you what in your opinion is 
its role as a member of the international community, specially in the context of Africa?

R: China is very present in Zimbabwe. We used to have countries from the 
European Union as our main investors and now we have China. It is a pity 
that some of the countries or organizations, like the Commonwealth, have 
disengaged from Zimbabwe.

At the beginning of the crisis, the European Union pursued the policy of 
non-engagement, which gave China space to come into Zimbabwe. No matter 
how bad a country’s situation may be I don’t think that the international 
community should ever disengage. It should keep on hammering the point 
and pushing on so that other countries like China don’t monopolize the 
investment opportunities. Right now we see China investing in minerals 
and farming in Zimbabwe. For me, China’s strong presence is a problem 
because there is no democratic history in the country.  If these are the 
friends of Zimbabwe, they will be invited to observe our elections, without 
having a history of free and fair elections. Other examples are Libya and 
Russia. A country must invite a mix of states, including those with good 
human rights records, so that these countries scrutinize the process in a 
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very objective manner and give recommendations on how Zimbabwe can 
improve its electoral system.

Conectas: Finally, can you give us your personal opinion regarding the International 
Criminal Court’s indictment of Omar al-Bashir, President of Sudan?

R: I think it was very good because where I come from there is a belief that 
sitting presidents cannot be indicted. This is a warning to all Presidents that 
if they abuse human rights, they can still be indicted and no one is above the 
law. Nothing else has really happened so far, but I think it’s good progress. 
It’s a warning to the sitting presidents who violated human rights and abused 
their power.  The world is watching.

São Paulo, November 14th, 2009.




