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n June 2005, following the urbanclean up campaign in Zimbabwe,dubbed Operation Murambatsvina(Shona for ‘throw out the filth’),then United Nations SecretaryGeneral Koffi Annan appointedAnna Kajumolo Tibaijuka, UN-Habitat’s under-secretary andexecutive director, as a specialenvoy to lead a fact finding missionon the clean-up. The operation wasreminiscent of the way in whichthe colonial state in Zimbabweprohibited the settlement of blackAfricans in urban areas bypromulgating a plethora of vagrancyand pass laws. The report producedby the special envoy following thevisit to Zimbabwe, was summarisedin New African Magazine:“On 19 May 2005, with little or nowarning, the government ofZimbabwe embarked on anoperation to ‘clean-up’ its cities. Itwas a ‘crash’ operation known as‘Operation Murambatsvina’, referredto in this report as OperationRestore Order. It started in thecapital, Harare, and rapidly evolvedinto a nationwide demolitioncampaign carried out by the policeand the army.“Popularly referred to asOperation Tsunami because of itsspeed and ferocity, it resulted in the

destruction of homes, businesspremises and vending sites. It isestimated that some 700 000 peoplein cities across the country havelost either their homes, source oflivelihoods or both. Indirectly, afurther 2.4 million people havebeen affected in varying degrees.Operation Restore Order tookplace at a time of persistent budgetdeficits, triple-digit inflation, criticalfood shortages and chronicshortages of foreign currency. It wasimplemented in a highly polarisedpolitical environment characterisedby mistrust, fear and lack ofdialogue between government andlocal authorities, and between theformer and civil society.The wrecking of the informalsector by the operation will havedetrimental effects at a time thatthe economy remains in seriousdifficulties. Apart from drasticallyincreasing unemployment, theoperation will have a knock-oneffect on the formal economyincluding agriculture.” The state promulgated newmeasures stipulating that thosewith intentions of operating in theinformal economy had to be vettedby the police to make sure thatthey did not have criminal records.All this was meant to winnow out

those with criminal elements fromthe ‘genuine’ entrepreneurs. Theseactions by the state in Zimbabweas far as informal trading isconcerned raise importantquestions about the role ofinformal economic activities in adeclining economy and the role ofthe state in promoting indigenousentrepreneurialism. In a July 2004 edition of theZimbabwean Financial Gazette, anarticle on the growth of informalityin Zimbabwe noted there was aneed for a “... widening of rules toincorporate informal elements thathave supplanted the formal sectoras the nucleus of business activity”.It could not have been a moreinauspicious precursor to the clean-up operation as the government ofZimbabwe sought to tighten therules and bring the informaleconomy under stricter regulation.In May 2005, in the early stages ofthe operation the Minister of StatePolicy and Implementation in theOffice of the President was quotedin the pro-government newspaper,The Herald as saying that: “It isregrettable that the way things weredeveloping necessitated themounting up of Operation RestoreOrder. Small informal businesseswere mushrooming in every placein town and cities. As a result of thisunchecked illegal development,decadence and criminal activityrose to unprecedented levels. Ittherefore became imperative for theresponsible authorities, with theassistance of Zimbabwe RepublicPolice, to institute measures thatwould restore order and sanity inthe cities throughout the country.The benefits to accrue from it by far
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The Zimbabwean government’s Operation

Murambatsvina in 2005 and its attitude to informal

traders since then, is according to Hamadziripi

Tamukamoyo shortsighted and contradictory.

“Let us rally to make our citiesclean, orderly and safe”
Zimbabwean state and informal economy
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outweigh the discomforts that gowith it. Let us all rally behind theresponsible authorities as they tryto make our cities clean, orderly andsafe to live in.”Tendencies by officials to regardinformal economic activities andinformal traders in a negative light,sometimes in contemptuous terms,are prevalent in southern African.Recently The Star quoted theexecutive mayor of Johannesburg,Amos Masondo, addressingdelegates at an Inner City summit,“We still see dirty streets,unmanaged street trading,pavements in disrepair, peopleurinating in public, litter, andillegally dumped waste on the road.We still see many players failing tocomply with the city’s by-laws.” What is significant about thequotation is the linking of“unmanaged street trading” to litterand urination, which shows thecontempt that officials have forstreet trading.Similar clean-up operations, orthreats to clean up, have also beenprevalent in other southern Africancountries in recent years. In April2006 SteetNet, a global network ofinformal economy associations,reported that Malawian streetvendors faced forced evictions

following calls by the country’spresident for them to vacate thestreets. In Tanzania, the governmentoriginally encouraged informaleconomic activities, but in recenttimes demolitions in the early hoursof the morning have become veryfrequent. Zambian traders have also clashedwith the government in recentyears and it seems the Zimbabweanoperation was modelled along thelines of the 2001 clean up in Lusakacarried out ahead of theOrganization of African Unity (OAU)conference which had beenscheduled for the middle of thatyear. In May 2005 The Herald ofZimbabwe in an article entitled‘Lessons from Zambian clean-up’referred to the establishment of aninformal economy desk in theZambian president’s office and thegeneral tolerance of traders at anational level. However, with plansto host the OAU summit, theZambian government which had“emboldened” the traders actuallydiscarded its earlier pledges andinstituted Operation Clean-upLusaka.The Zimbabwean case raisesimportant issues. Firstly, we shouldcritically consider the role thatinformal economic activities play in

the lives of Zimbabweans who forwell over a decade have had to dealwith harsh economic conditions,declining living standards and highlevels of unemployment estimatedat over 80%. In periods of economicdifficulties, informal trading acts as asponge which absorbs those peoplewho have been dispossessed oftheir jobs. Whilst Zimbabwe’seconomic woes had their roots inthe neo-liberal Economic StructuralAdjustment Programme (ESAP) ofthe 1990s, conditions in Zimbabwewere later worsened by such thingsas general economicmismanagement, political repressionand the controversial land reformprogramme. Land reform especially cementedZimbabwe’s status as a pariah state,a ‘no go’ zone for foreign investors.If we consider the state to be themajor organisational entity whichbears responsibility for protectingits citizens from poverty theZimbabwean state has to be morallyindicted for carrying out a wellorchestrated destruction of vendors’stalls, confiscation of their goods(with some of them never returned)and generally harassing informaltraders during and following theclean-up operation.
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Secondly, the state is also to becondemned for stifling vibrantentrepreneurialism. While it isimportant to have order in theorganisation of economic activitiesthe state has failed to come up withcreative and innovative ways ofrelating to informal traders. Recentlegislation, which classified certaincommodities imported and resoldby traders as luxury items, has madethe lives of informal traders verydifficult. Statutory instrument 80Aof 2007 has made it prohibitive fortraders who deal in goods likeclothing and shoes, which havecompletely disappeared from mostshelves, to ply their trade. Shoedealers have to pay 60% of thevalue of the shoes and then payUS$5 per pair, which most traderscomplain about given Zimbabwe’sperennial foreign currencyshortages. All of this raises pertinentquestions about the state’sseriousness in promotingindigenous entrepreneurs. Thequestions become even moreglaring considering thegovernment’s obsession with black

economic empowerment, which inmost cases is really cronyism.The third issue linked to this isthe politicisation of not onlyinformal trading, but also of urbanspaces in Zimbabwe. The state hashad to balance the genuine interestsof formal business operators andthe middle classes who claim usageof urban spaces, against theinterests of informal traders who ascitizens claim the urban space. This politicisation can be seen inthe way in which urbanites,considered by government asopposed to the regime, were hugelyaffected by OperationMurambatsvina. It was them mostlywho lost their small businesses likeflea market stalls in the centre oftown and tuck-shops in the highdensity areas. This has given muchcredence to the notion thatOperation Murambatsvina targetedthose elements seen as opposed tothe government and was meant topurge the urban areas of theseelements. Some members of theopposition party went as far asclaiming that with the impendingpresidential and parliamentary

elections in Zimbabwe in 2008, theruling party orchestrated the cleanup to move oppositional elementsto the rural areas where they wouldbe under the sway of chiefs whocould cajole them, may be evenforce them, to vote for the rulingparty.Finally, the state will have to findholistic and less punitive ways todeal with informal traders and theireconomic activities. Informalactivities could very well providealternative paths to traditional waysof envisioning the raising of livingstandards in the developing world.Western-centric economictrajectories may be unsuitable andunrealistic given not only thecurrent global economic conditions,but also the events that have beenunfolding for over a decade inZimbabwe.To conclude, as the economiccrisis in Zimbabwe becomes evenmore entrenched the state will haveto start treating economic activitieslike urban informal trading asincome-generating activities in theirown right and not as a nuisancewhich spoils the urban landscape.Less elitist ways of conceptualisingthe usage of the urban space haveto be envisioned for economicjustice to be realised. This will notonly be for the benefit of theimpoverished and dispossessedurbanites, but also for those fromthe rural areas who can no longerrely on subsistence farming giventhe chaotic nature of Zimbabwe’sagriculture. The clean-up operationin Zimbabwe starkly reveals hownot to relate to informal traders andprovides important lessons not onlyto southern Africa but also for thedeveloping world.
Hamadziripi Tamukamoyo is aPhD student in IndustrialSociology at the University of theWitwatersrand.
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