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Zimbabwe police said on Monday they would “deal severely” with any illegal demonstrations against the government's Operation Restore Order a campaign to clear urban areas that has rendered tens of thousands homeless.

Wayne Bvudzijena, Zimbabwe's assistant police commissioner, said police were well prepared to deal with protesters planning to close shops and blockade roads during a two-day strike called by opposition groups.

Mr Bvudzijena said police would not be deterred from completing their sweeping crackdown on the informal economy, street vendors and what the authorities have called “illegal housing structures”. The clean-up campaign, now into its third week, has seen an estimated 25,000 people arrested and more than 200,000 made homeless. 

The Broad Alliance a group comprising civic organisations, trade unions and the parliamentary opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) has called for the strike on Thursday and Friday. On Monday the Combined Harare Residents' Association added its voice to the swelling protest, demanding “an immediate end to the madness” of the police blitz and calling for compensation for people who have lost homes and possessions.

It warned that when the rule of law returned to Zimbabwe it would spearhead legal claims against the government, police and army.

The government says the clean-up is to rid urban areas of illegal and unhealthy shelters, eliminate hoarding and black-marketeering in scarce commodities such as petrol and mealie meal (the food staple) and clamp down on illegal foreign currency dealing.

On Saturday the police said some 700 vendors had been arrested, while stocks of sugar, mealie meal and cooking oil had been seized. They also arrested 620 gold prospectors, accused of smuggling gold out of the country or selling it in the parallel market rather than to the central bank.

A police spokesman said that petrol, which is officially priced at Z$3,600 a litre (38 US cents), is now trading as high as Z$25,000 a litre (US$2.65). 

Sithembiso Nyoni, the minister for small and medium-scale enterprises, denied that the clean-up was designed to punish urban dwellers for voting against the ruling party in March's parliamentary elections. The aim, instead, was “to restore order and cleanliness to the country”.

However, Lovemore Madhuku, convener of the Broad Alliance, said his group would “provide leadership to the masses of Zimbabwe in their struggle against the oppressive dictatorship” of the ruling Zanu-PF party. 

Mr Madhuku said that instead of addressing pressing problems faced by the urban population, including shortages of food, fuel, electricity and transport, the government had turned against its own people.

Morgan Tsvangirai, the MDC leader, said people had reached “the upper levels of tolerance against an insensitive regime”.

In Geneva, Miloon Kothari, the UN's special rapporteur on the right to adequate housing, accused the Zimbabwe government of mass evictions, which he said were “a clear violation of human rights”. 

Most of the thousands of people evicted were “homeless on the streets” he claimed. Many of those evicted claim to have government or city permits that allowed them to build shanties. 

Political analysts are perplexed at both the timing and ferocity of the campaign. It coincides with a government appeal for help in tackling HIV-Aids, and admissions by the state both that there is little foreign currency available to import fuel and that millions of people will this year need emergency food aid.

There is no official government estimate yet of how many people are “food insecure”, but the UN's World Food Programme believes it could be as many as 4m, or 35 per cent of the population.

Meanwhile the blitz against the informal sector in a country where more than half the population is unemployed and where, in real terms, incomes are lower than they were 40 years ago is “impossible to comprehend”, according to one analyst.

Past efforts by opposition groups to rally the population against the government have been largely unsuccessful. Widespread anger against the government may manifest itself in mass support for the national strike, but most observers believe people are too scared to take on a well-organised, ruthless police force backed by a strong and loyal army.

Analysts say that if this week's threatened confrontation with the government is unsuccessful, it could mark the beginning of the end for Mr Tsvangirai's leadership of the MDC. They believe that if Mr Tsvangirai is not seen to lead from the front this week, his increasingly vociferous critics, both within and outside the party, will push for his replacement by a more dynamic and militant leader.

