
 

Satellite images reveal evidence of Zimbabwe
demolitions
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The human rights group Amnesty International today released satellite images apparently
showing the complete destruction of a settlement that once housed 10,000 people in
Zimbabwe.
The images of Porta Farm on the outskirts of the capital city, Harare, were taken four years
apart and show only trees and plants where the buildings and roads of a thriving town once
stood.

Kolawole Olaniyan, the director of Amnesty's Africa programme, said the pictures provided
the clearest evidence yet of the impact of the Zimbabwean government's policy of
demolishing "illegal" urban settlements.

"These satellite images are irrefutable evidence, if further evidence is even needed, that the
Zimbabwean government has obliterated entire communities - completely erased them
from the map, as if they never existed," he said.

Amnesty commissioned the images from the commercial satellite imagery provider Digital
Globe, which has also provided images of Iran's nuclear sites.

The human rights group also released footage filmed secretly by a contact in Zimbabwe,
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which shows homes being reduced to rubble by bulldozers and police helping homeless
families load their possessions on to trucks.

"The images and footage are a graphic indictment of the Zimbabwean government's
policies," said Mr Olaniyan. "They show the horrifying transition of an area from a vibrant
community to rubble and shrubs."

The first picture, taken in June 2002, shows a large, informal settlement of houses and other
buildings with roads crossing between them and areas of farmland on the edge of the town.

The second picture, taken in April 2006, shows plots now empty of buildings and overgrown
with plants and trees. The only sign of previous human habitation is a grid of old roadways.

An analysis of the images carried out by the American Association for the Advancement of
Science found that there were 850 structures in the earlier picture, virtually all of which
were removed.

Porta Farm, west of Harare in the north-east of the country, was established 16 years ago
and had schools, a children's centre and a mosque.

Tiseke Kasambala, from Human Rights Watch, said many of those living in the settlement
had moved there after previous rounds of evictions in the 1990s.

"The people in Porta Farm had a long history of evictions," she said. "It was a town where
kids went to school, families accessed medical services, where people lived their daily lives.

"These images show starkly how an entire settlement of 10,000 people was destroyed in a
couple of days. The issue is, where are these people now? How are they surviving?"

According to both Amnesty and Human Rights Watch, police officers arrived in Porta Farm
in June last year and gave out flyers telling residents to pack their belongings and leave their
homes within 24 hours.

The next morning, armed police arrived and bulldozers began destroying buildings. Some
residents have said they were threatened and told they would be beaten if they resisted
eviction. Within days the town had been razed to the ground.

Members of the United Nations special envoy's team, which witnessed the demolitions and
people being forcibly removed in the backs of trucks, said they were "shocked by the
brutality" of the scenes.

In a subsequent report, the team said the operation had "precipitated a humanitarian crisis
of immense proportions" and called on the Zimbabwean government to recognise a "virtual
state of emergency".

Local human rights groups reported that several deaths occurred during the chaos,
including those of two children.

Thousands of people have been internally displaced as part of President Robert Mugabe's
crackdown on homes in urban areas that the authorities say are illegal.



Known as Operation Murambatsvina, translated as Operation Restore Order, the programme
of mass forced eviction and the demolition of homes and informal businesses appears to be
aimed at forcibly relocating the urban poor to rural areas.

Human Rights Watch said the government had denied displaced people basic assistance,
including shelter, food, sanitation and health services.

A report by the UN in July 2005 estimated that 700,000 people had lost their homes, their
livelihoods, or both, in a period of just six weeks last year and that about 570,000 were
internally displaced.
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