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Bridge over troubled waters: 

State–civil society relations

Tamuka H Muzondo

Abstract

The level of human rights abuse in a country is directly linked to the 
reliance the population places on the NGO sector to improve the situa-
tion, and the repression of NGOs by the state. States with good human 
rights records are more tolerant of NGOs than their counterparts with 
bad records.

Zimbabwe is a case in point. Not only does it have one of the worst 
human rights records during the past decade; it also has – despite a very 
vibrant NGO sector – an NGO legislation that effectively restricts civil 
organisations. Despite the power sharing agreement of last year, which 
brought relative peace and prosperity, NGO–state relations have not 
shown a marked improvement. The Movement for Democratic Change 
(MDC) has sided with President Mugabe and the ZANU PF against civil 
society to the extent of co-sponsoring a change of legislation to curtail 
NGO operations.

The continuation of the hostilities demonstrates the inherent problem 
that African governments have with civil society. The basic problem lies 
in the governments’ unwillingness to be monitored or contradicted by 
NGOs. Criticism, no matter how constructive, is viewed with suspicion 
and dealt with by arresting the leaders of those NGOs that dare crit-
icise – and, as is now common in Africa, by proposing new legislation 
to curtail NGO operations, especially those dealing with democracy and 
governance matters.

The main cause for government discomfort is the ease with which 
NGOs are able to put out information, and particularly that which the 
state is keen to suppress. The other major issue is that as NGOs succeed, 
funding is increasingly channelled to them, at the expense of the state, 
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which at times – because of a poor economy – also relies on the same 
donors. In this competition, governments lose out, because they are 
perceived as corrupt or inefficient. On top of that, foreign governments 
attempting to influence policy through NGOs is a real issue.
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