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Summary

On 31 December 2024, Zimbabwe abolished the death penalty except during officially
declared states of emergency (APA News, 2025). President Emmerson Mnangagwa, himself
on Death Row in the 1960s during the country’s war of independence, championed this
historic reform (Chothia, 2024). Amnesty International (2024a) lauded the move as a "beacon
of hope for the abolitionist movement in the region.” It is the latest in a confinental frend
toward ending capital punishment, making Zimbabwe the fifth African country to abolish the
death penalty since 2020.

The move came two decades after Zimbabwe last carried out an execution. The new law
spares the lives of at least 59 inmates on Death Row. The courts were tasked with re-
sentencing the criminals, and judges were instructed to take into account the nature of their
crimes, the duration of their time on Death Row, and their personal circumstances (Chothia,
2024).

In June 2024, prior to the legislative milestone striking down capital punishment,
Afrobarometer surveyed Zimbabweans to find out what they think about the death penalty
as part of a broader exploration of their perceptions of the country’s judicial system.

More than half of Zimbabweans believe the death penalty is a fair punishment for those who
commit the most serious crimes, although a significant minority think there is no crime for
which the death penalty can be justified.

More broadly, majorities think that penalties for ordinary people who commit crimes are
“about right” while sentences for elites who break the law are too light. Overall, nearly two-
thirds of respondents say people are freated unequally under the law,

Nonetheless, three-fifths of citizens express trust in the courts, and similar majorities are
confident that ordinary citizens who are wronged can obtain justice in the courts and that
they would get a fair and timely resolution if they went to court with a legal problem.

Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Nine survey rounds in up fo 42 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
will be completed in 2025. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Zimbabwe, led by the Mass Public Opinion Institute (MPOI),
interviewed 1,200 adult citizens in June 2024. A sample of this size yields country-level results
with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous
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standard Afrobarometer surveys were conducted in Zimbabwe in 1999, 2004, 2005, 2009,
2012, 2014, 2017, 2021, and 2022.

Key findings

¥ More than half (55%) of Zimbabweans say the death penalty is a fair punishment for
those who commit the most serious crimes, such as murder, while 44% believe there is
no crime for which the death penalty can be justified.

o Support for capital punishment is stronger among respondents experiencing high
lived poverty (60%) than their better-off counterparts (53%).

o Regionally, support drops to below half in Masvingo (44%).

B Asslim majority (53%) of citizens say punishments for ordinary people who break the
law are “about right,” while 31% say they are “too harsh.”

o Incontrast, 56% believe sentences for political leaders, government officials, and
other powerful people who commit crimes are “too lenient.”

B Almost two-thirds (65%) of respondents say officials who commit crimes “often” or
“always” go unpunished, and a similar majority (64%) say people are “often” or
“always" tfreated unequally under the law.

B Sixin 10 Zimbabweans (60%) say they trust the courts “somewhat” or “a lot.”

" Maijorities think that if they were to go to court with a legal problem, the case would
be resolved fairly (56%) and in a fimely manner (51%).

B About six in 10 respondents (62%) think that ordinary citizens who are wronged can
obtain justice in the courts.

B A majority (59%) of Zimbabweans say the government is doing a poor job on fighting
crime.

Views on the death penalty

Amnesty International (2024b) opposes the use of the death penalty in all circumstances,
regardless of the identity of the accused, the nature and context of the crime, the
individual's guilt or innocence, and the execution method. It further asserts that the death
penalty violates fundamental human rights, which are enshrined in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights. Do Zimbabweans agree?

More than half (55%) of them say the death penalty is a fair punishment for those who
commit the most serious crimes, such as murder, although 44% believe there is no crime for
which the death penalty can be justified (Figure 1).

Citizens with the lowest levels of education (58%) and those in the poorest economic
bracket! (60%) are more likely to support the death penalty than their more educated (54%-
55%) and wealthier counterparts (53%) (Figure 2).

1 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake
(2025).
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Backing for capital punishment is higher among supporters of the Citizens Coalition for
Change (CCC) (61%) than among non-partisans (57%) and supporters of other political
parties (52%-55%) (Figure 3). Support varies by province: It is particularly strong among
residents of Harare (63%) and Bulawayo/Matabeleland South/Matabeleland North (62%) but
drops to below half in Masvingo (44%) (Figure 4).

Figure 1: Views on the death penalty | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?2
Statement 1: The death penalty is a fair punishment for those who have committed the most serious
crimes, such as murder.
Statement 2: There is no crime for which the death penalty can be justified.

Figure 2: Support for the death penalty | by demographic group | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?
Statement 1: The death penalty is a fair punishment for those who have committed the most serious
crimes, such as murder.
Statement 2: There is no crime for which the death penalty can be justified.
(% who "agree” with Statement 1)
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Figure 3: Support for the death penalty | by party aoffiliation | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?2
Statement 1: The death penalty is a fair punishment for those who have committed the most serious
crimes, such as murder.
Statement 2: There is no crime for which the death penalty can be justified.

(% who “agree” with Statement 1)
Do you feel close to any particular political party? [If yes:] Which party is thate

Figure 4: Support for the death penalty | by province | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?2
Statement 1: The death penalty is a fair punishment for those who have committed the most serious
crimes, such as murder.
Statement 2: There is no crime for which the death penalty can be justified.

(% who “agree” with Statement 1)

Crime and punishment

Asked about their views on sentencing for crime in general, more than half (53%) of citizens
say punishments for ordinary lawbreakers are “about right,” while 31% say they are “too
harsh” (Figure 5).
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In contrast, a majority (56%) believe sentences for political leaders, government officials, and
other influential individuals who commit crimes are “too lenient,” while one-third (34%)
consider them to be appropriate. Only 3% think the penalties are overly harsh.

Figure 5: Severity of penailties for ordinary people and powerful people | Zimbabwe
| 2024
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Respondents were asked:
In general, when ordinary people are convicted of crimes in this country, do you think that the
punishments handed down to them, such as fines or jail or prison sentences, are too harsh, too
lenient, or generally about right, or haven't you heard enough to say?
In general, when political leaders, government officials, or other powerful people are convicted of
crimes in this country, do you think that the punishments handed down to them, such as fines or jail
or prison sentences, are too harsh, too lenient, or generally about right, or haven't you heard
enough to say?

Moreover, almost two-thirds (65%) of citizens say officials who commit crimes “often” (46%) or
"always” (19%) go unpunished (Figure 6). This perception has increased by 7 percentage
points since 2022 (Figure 7).

The poorest citizens (74%) are more likely to say officials evade justice than their better-off
counterparts (55%-65%), as are degree-holders (74%) compared to those with less education
(52%-66%) (Figure 8).

Figure é: Officials go unpunished | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how often, in this country do officials who commit crimes go
unpunished?
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Figure 7: Officials often/always go unpunished | Zimbabwe | 2009-2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how oftfen, in this country do officials who commit crimes go
unpunished? (% who say "“often” or "always”)

Figure 8: Officials often/always go unpunished | by demographic group
| Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how often, in this country do officials who commit crimes go
unpunished? (% who say "“often” or "always”)

Zimbabweans are more opfimistic in their assessment of punishment for ordinary wrongdoers:
Only one-fourth (24%) say ordinary people who break the law “often” or “always” go
unpunished, compared to three-fourths (75%) who say this “rarely” or “never” happens
(Figure 9).

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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Figure 9: Ordinary people go unpunished | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how often, in this country do ordinary people who break the
law go unpunished?

Equal treatment under the law

In line with their perceptions of differences in punishment, almost two-thirds (64%) of
Zimbabweans say people are “often” (20%) or “always” (44%) treated unequally under the
law (Figure 10). Only about one-third (35%) believe that double standards are “rarely” or
“never” applied.

Citizens with post-secondary education (74%) and those experiencing high lived poverty
(72%) are especially likely to report that people are treated unequally (Figure 11). Young
Zimbabweans (those aged 18-35 years) are more likely than older age cohorts to agree (68%
vs. 60%-61%), as are urbanites (67%) and men (66%) compared to rural dwellers and women
(both 62%).

Figure 10: Are people treated unequally under the law? | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion how often in this country are people treated unequally under
the law?
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Figure 11: Are people treated unequally under the law? | by demographic group
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion how often in this country are people treated unequally under
the law?2
Courts and trust

In Afrobarometer’s inaugural survey in Zimbabwe in 1999, fewer than half (42%) of
respondents said they trusted the courts “somewhat” or "a lot” (Figure 12). A quarter-century
later, levels of trust have improved to 60%, up by 6 percentage points from 2022, albeit below
the 2017 peak (65%).

Rural residents (67%) are more frusting than urbanites (52%), while fewer than half (47%) of
degree-holders have faith in Zimbabwe's courts (Figure 13).

Figure 12: Trust courts of law | Zimbabwe | 1999-2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them to say: Courts of law? (% who say “somewhat” or ““a lot”)
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Figure 13: Trust courts of law | by demographic group | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough
about them to say: Courts of law? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”)

Fairness and justice of court resolutions

Zimbabwe's Constitution guarantees every accused individual the right to a fair hearing, to
be held "within a reasonable time” and "“before an independent and impartial court”
(Constitute Project, 2013).

Narrow majorities of Zimbabweans believe that if they had a legal problem, such as a
complaint against a business or community member, they could obtain a fair (56%) and
timely (51%?2) resolution in the courts (Figure 14). However, substantial minorities doubt the
likelihood of a fair (40%) and timely (45%) resolution.

Figure 14: Fairness and timeliness of court resolution | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: If you had a legal problem like a serious complaint against a business or
member of your community, how likely do you think it is that: You could get a fair resolution in the
courtse The case could be resolved in a reasonable amount of time¢

2 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 40% “somewhat likely” and 10% “very likely” sum to 51%).
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The perception that a legal case would be resolved fairly increases with respondents’
wealth, ranging from 47% among the very poor to 71% among those experiencing no or low
lived poverty (Figure 15). Better-off citizens are also more likely than poorer Zimbabweans to
anticipate a timely resolution of court proceedings (65% vs. 40%-49%).

Expectations of fair and timely court rulings vary little by gender but rise with education and
age. Urbanites are more optimistic than their rural counterparts in both respects.

Figure 15: Fairness and timeliness of court resolution | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: If you had a legal problem like a serious complaint against a business or
member of your community, how likely do you think it is that: You could get a fair resolution in the
courtsg The case could be resolved in a reasonable amount of time?¢ (% who say “somewhat likely” or
“very likely”)

More than six in 10 Zimbabweans feel "somewhat confident” (44%) or “very confident” (18%)
that ordinary citizens who are wronged can obtain justice in the courts, while a significant
minority (37%) are not so sure (Figure 16).

Figure 14: Confidence in obtaining justice | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Here, too, poor citizens (48%) are far less likely than the least economically disadvantaged
(74%) to express confidence that courts will deliver justice. Education makes little difference
in opinion (Figure 17).

Figure 17: Confidence in obtaining justice | by demographic group | Zimbabwe
| 2024
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Respondents were asked: In general, how confident are you that ordinary citizens who are wronged
can obtain justice in the courtsg
Government handling of crime

Three-fifths (59%) of Zimbabweans are critical of the government’s performance on reducing
crime, including 39% who say it is performing “very badly” (Figure 18). Only 40% score the
government’s crime-reduction efforts positively.

Approval ratings have increased by 6 percentage points since 2022 (34%) but are still down
from the 2017 peak of 54% (Figure 19).

Figure 18: Government’s performance on reducing crime | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the
following matters, or haven't you heard enough to say: Reducing crime?
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Figure 19: Approval of government’'s performance on reducing crime | Zimbabwe
| 1999-2024
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Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the
following matters, or haven't you heard enough fo say: Reducing crime? (% who say “fairly well” or
“very well”)

Conclusion

Zimbabwe's decision to abolish the death penalty aligns with a continental tfrend toward
ending capital punishment and represents a significant shift in the sphere of human rights.
Survey findings from before the new legislation was enacted show that it wasn’t necessarily a
popular move: A narrow majority of citizens see the death penalty as a fair punishment for
serious crimes.

More broadly, Zimbabweans hold mixed views of their judiciary’s performance in upholding
fairness in disputes, applying the rule of law, and ensuring justice for all citizens. Popular frust
in the judiciary has remained a maijority position over the past two decades, and majorities of
Zimbabweans express confidence in the courts to deliver justice for ordinary people and to
resolve disputes fairly and in a timely manner.

But perceptions of unequal treatment are pronounced: Nearly two-thirds of respondents say
people are tfreated unequally under the law, while a similar proportion say officials who
commit crimes usually go unpunished. Even when they are caught, elites who break the law
are suspected of getting off too lightly.
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