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Heal Zimbabwe Trust is a peace-building 
organization whose efforts centers on building a 
peaceful, inclusive and tolerant society. We 
envision a, ‘socially cohesive nation that enjoys 
tolerance, peace, and prosperity at all tiers of the 
society’. Our mission is to ‘promote tolerance, 
peace and inclusive prosperity hinged on the 
observance of socio-economic and political rights 
of Zimbabwean citizens. Since its establishment 
in 2010, Heal Zimbabwe continues working on 
human rights protection, implementing 
grassroots peace-building interventions and 
supporting victims and survivors of diverse forms 
of conflict and violence



Today’s 
Breaking 
News

On the 13th of April 2021 
(yesterday), the Zimbabwean 
Executive arm of the 
government approved the 
reintroduction of the National 
Youth Service. The 
government reasons that the 
NYS programme is “crucial in 
nurturing young people into 
becoming responsible and 
resilient citizens with a clear 
sense of national identity and 
respect for national values,” 
yet past experiences bred 
violent youths who were 
largely involved in politically 
motivated violence and gross 
human rights violations.  

The Zimbabwean National Youth Service was introduced in the 
year 2001 and suspended in 2007 (seven years after its 
establishment) due to resource constraints. In February 2015, 
President Robert Mugabe highlighted plans to introduce 
‘compulsory national youth service trainings’   after the 6th ZANU 
PF Youth League Congress resolution call for the reintroduction of 
the training programme.    However, these plans failed until this 
year, 2021. During the seven years of the NYS existence 
approximately 80 000  youths were trained from about 150 camps 
around the country. Regrettably, the NYS graduates gained fame 
of unsavoury reputation, against the ideals of the institution’s 
vision and mission. 
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In the spirit of national unity and 
youth development, in Zimbabwe 
the NYS was established to 
transform and empower youths for 
nation building through life skills 
training and leadership 
development. The programme’s 
vision is “to be the vehicle for youth 
empowerment, social transformation 
and a catalyst for the transformation 
of national values.” In reality, they 
teach the history of the liberation 
struggle, political orientation and life 
skills such as carpentry. However, 
there is a great emphasis on military 
training and physical exercise. “In 
military training we learned methods 
to interrogate and beat people.

Globally, the concept of National Youth Service is increasingly 
taking a centre stage alongside skills education and work as an 
activity for young people that is constructive in itself and an 
investment in the future. NYS is generally meant to provide young 
people with life skills while at the same time inculcating the values 
of patriotism, national identify and a spirit of volunteerism. Many 
countries have different curriculums of the NYS depending on 
their national interests, geographical locations, socio-cultural and 
political economies. However, the underlying principle is that NYS 
should equip youths with civic skills, prepare them for 
employability, entrepreneurship and sustainable livelihoods . 
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The Herald (4 March 2014) Compulsory National Youth Service Gets Thumps Up 
http://www.herald.co.zw/compulsory-national-service-gets-thumbs-up/   
 The Sunday Mail. National Youth Service: Correcting the past wrongs: http://www.sundaymail.co.zw/?
p=21888
 Nkatazo, L. 80,000 complete youth service: minister -http://www.newzimbabwe.com/news-1359-
80,000+complete+youth+service/news.aspx
  National Youth Service in Sub-Saharan Africa

http://www.icicp.org/what-we-do/innovative-projects/national-youth-service-in-sub-saharan-africa/



 ideals for the national youth 
service 

."This is not peculiar to Zimbabwe 
only, in countries such as the 
United States of America, 
Greece, Israel, Singapore and 
Kenya, basic military and security 
training is part of the NYS. What 
is critical is the realistic motive of 
recruiting youths for the NYS and 
how the NYS graduates will be 
(socially, politically or 
economically orientated) 
exploited during or after their 
trainings. 

According to the Nigerian NYS Corps the history of their country 
since independence has clearly indicated the need for unity 
amongst all our people, and demonstrated the fact that no 
cultural or geographical entity can exist in isolation.”    In Kenya, 
the NYS was established in 1964 to “train the youth in important 
national matters such as service in the armed forces, national 
reconstruction programmes and disaster response.”    What is 
interesting in the Kenyan NYS is that the programme, after 20 
years of establishment, shifted from compulsory to voluntary 
recruitment. This gives citizens an option to choose what they 
want and to exercise their right to freedom of choice. As such, 
Zimbabwe may need to copy the merits of voluntary NYS 
policing from countries like Kenya instead of forging ahead with 
the intended compulsory NYS.
In general, what gives impetus to the establishment of NYS 
training programmes should be the historical antecedents of 
every country and the desire for a united, peaceful and forward 
looking future leaders. It is demonstrable that the NYS is a 
necessary institution for every country, therefore.  

IIn Nigeria, the NYS was 
established “in a bid to 
reconstruct, reconcile and rebuild 
the country after the Nigerian Civil 
war. The purpose of the scheme 
is primarily to inculcate in Nigerian 
Youths the spirit of selfless service 
to the community, and to 
emphasize the spirit of oneness 
and brotherhood of all Nigerians, 
irrespective of cultural or social 
background.

Living in fear of Mugabe's green bombers: The Guadian
  - http://www.theguardian.com/world/2003/feb/19/zimbabwe.andrewmeldrum
  Nigeria Youth Service Corps: http://www.nysc.gov.ng/about/about.php
  Kenya National Youth Service: http://nys.go.ke/public/content/item/47/Brief-History



zimbabwe's experience with 
national youth trainnees

The Zimbabwean National Youth 
Service (NYS) was introduced in the 
year 2001 and suspended in 2008. 
During the eight years of its 
existence approximately 80 
000  youths were trained from about 
150 camps around the country. The 
NYS recruits were trained para-
military skills and the first popular 
training centres were the Border 
Gezi National Training Centre in 
Mount Darwin, Mushagashe Training 
Centre in Masvingo, Guyu in 
Matabeleland South, Dadaya in the 
Midlands and Kamativi in 
Matabeleland North. Border Gezi, 
the then ZANU PF National 
Commissar and Minister of Gender, 
Youth Development and 
Employment Creation was the chief 
designer of this NYS programme. 

Legally, the NYS is authorised by an Act of Parliament –the National Service Act introduced in 1979 and 
established in 2001 (National Service Act Chapter 11:08).  The establishment of the National Service Act 
coincided with the introduction and recruitment of youths for the NYS. Logically, both the establishment 
of the National Service Act and the recruitment of youths to the NYS came after the opposition MDC won 
57 of 120 parliamentary seats. This, arguably, was a tool to counter political competition ahead of the 
Presidential election in 2002. Hence, the fears that the reintroduction of the NYS may be abused and 
political dissenters silenced ahead of the 2018 elections. 
Nkatazo, L. 80,000 complete youth service: minister -http://www.newzimbabwe.com/news-1359-
8  National Service Act (Acts 19/1979,
 22/2001) http://www.parlzim.gov.zw/attachments/article/97/NATIONAL_SERVICE_ACT_11_08.pdf
Obert Ronald Madondo The problem of youth in Mugabe’s 
 Zimbabwe:  http://www.africafiles.org/printableversion.asp?id=6498

 
 



zimbabwe's experience with 
national youth trainnees

The NYS graduates, over the years, 
across the country gained the 
reputation of notoriety. According to 
the South African Sunday Times, the 
trainees were “used to spearhead 
Mugabe’s violent policies such as the 
land invasions, threatening foreign 
companies and enforcing price 
controls. They were also involved in 
implementing coercive political 
mobilisation including forcing people 
to buy ZANU PF membership cards, 
voting for the party and attacking 
opposition supporters.” The 
AfricaFiles observes that the NYS 
recruits “instead of being trained 
towards civil occupations, they were 
politicised and brutalised.”    This 
experience is against the spirit and 
ideals of the NYS as set out in the 
National Youth Policy and the 
International Youth Service 
Association standards.  

The impact of the NYS perpetrated violence attracted the international community’s criticism, particularly 
from the United States of America and the European Union. As a result, concerted efforts from the local 
and international community calling for the disbandment of the NYS increased. The government, 
nonetheless, dubbed the local efforts as agents of the imperialist West while the West’s calls were labelled 
a re-colonization mantra. This perception made the NYS personalised by ZANU PF as a tool for inculcating 
patriotism and defence of the national sovereignty. ZANU PF, in fact, used the recruits to subdue any 
dissention in the name of fighting neo-colonialism and imperialism. 

  National Service Act (Acts 19/1979, 
 22/2001) http://www.parlzim.gov.zw/attachments/article/97/NATIONAL_SERVICE_ACT_11_08.pdf
Obert Ronald Madondo The problem of youth in 
 Mugabe’s Zimbabwe:  http://www.africafiles.org/printableversion.asp?id=6498



zimbabwe's experience with 
national youth trainnees

In this view, questions abound are –
will the re-established NYS be 
different from the previous patronised 
and corrupted system meant to 
defend ZANU PF ideological political 
psychopaths. 

If the government is to continue with its plan to re-establish the NYS, critical questions abound are; will the 
NYS programme stick to the ideals of its establishment and gain public trust? Is the NYS curriculum 
reformed to facilitate objective skills training that uphold national unity, volunteerism and national 
service?   Are there safeguards to prevent the exploitation of the NYS graduates by political parties and 
political opportunists who rely on violence?    Finally, will the NYS not become a tool to create a ready 
personnel bank for political parties’ militia recruitment?

In view of the foregoing debate, 
Zimbabwe’s experience with the NYS 
graduates, it is imperative to reflect on 
the essence of reintroducing the 
programme. Historically, the NYS 
trainings in Zimbabwe are open to 
political manipulation. The resumption 
of trainings can potentially create a 
fertile ground for renewed gross 
human rights violations, violence and 
other socio-political notorieties. The 
historical conduct and exploitation of 
the NYS graduates is against the 
ideals of its establishment. 



For more breaking news 
sign up to our daily email

celebs@breakingnews.com 

The National Youth Service trainees are viewed as a symbol of Zanu PF machinery for intimidation and violence. On 
several occasions, the NYS graduates have been seen championing ZANU PF terror campaigns across the country 
such that they ended up being dubbed ZANU PF youth militia or ‘Greenbombers’ because of their green uniform from 
the NYS which they are identified with. They set up bases in communities, schools and even in secluded places 
where torture, rape and gross human rights violations were reportedly committed.

The NYS gobbles huge amounts from the national coffers at a time the country is struggling to pay civil servants, fund 
education and health services –among other social amenities. The Zimbabwean government is failing to introduce key 
institutions that promote peace and stability such as the independent commissions supporting democracy. The 
National Peace and Reconciliation Commission is yet to be established since 2013 while other commissions such as 
the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission are struggling to meet their constitutional mandate due to financial 
constraints. It is, therefore, thinkable that the government’s priority plan is misplaced and a mishap to the nation. 

Pa p e r
Arguments against 
National youth service

Against the purported objective to create skills for jobs, there is a potential backlash to the government and 
communities if the trained youths do not get jobs upon graduation. If many youths are trained the paramilitary skills 
and return to their rural homes without employment, they can potentially organise sophisticated criminal offences and 
high level violence using their paramilitary skills against communal civilians. Therefore, reopening the NYS under the 
current economic conditions can generate small scale, but widely distributed potential mutineers and vigilant groups. 
The “would-be” victims of the NYS trainees may also start developing their own counter measures (in defense) hence 
escalating conflict in local communities. 

There are high possibilities that most recruits to the National Youth Service will be recruited through the ZANU PF 
structures, hence, the compulsory NYS will be heavily biased towards ZANU PF children and members. Those who 
will be recruited from other quotas will be indoctrinated to support ZANU PF and to act against any opposition parties 
in the country –as part of defending the “national values, sovereignty and integrity”. 

The fact that the reintroduction of the National Youth Service is an outcome of the ZANU PF Youth League and that 
ZANU PF is currently in a serious factional shape, there is a possibility of ZANU PF factional leaders to abuse the 
NYS for selfish political interests.
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Heal Zimbabwe believes that the ideals of the NYS are key for youth employability and entrepreneurial skills 
development. The training can improve young people’s sense of national identity and selflessness. However, if the 
NYS policy does not guarantee independence of the institution and promote inclusivity, the programme may be 
abused by political entrepreneurs as has been in the past. In view of Zimbabwe’s past experience with the NYS 
graduates and the regional-continental case studies cited in the preceding discussion, Heal Zimbabwe Trust 
recommends that;

The National Youth Service should not be reintroduced until the government has reformed the curriculum of the NYS 
by removing military training or militarism in the curriculum. The curriculum in return should integrate human rights, 
peacebuilding, and conflict mitigation and prevention and transformation syllabus

Pa p e r
conclusions and 
recommendations

The government should appoint a Commission of Inquiry into the alleged human rights violations and violence 
committed by the past NYS graduates in order to establish what actually went wrong, to draw lessons from the 
historical past and to initiate a programme that heals the people’s wounds –particularly those who suffered in the 
hands of misguided NYS graduates. 

It is imperative for the government to consider the NYS as a voluntary programme in order to uphold the constitutional 
right to freedom of choice and freedom of association and assembly. Besides, the NYS recruitment should be 
demand-driven rather than coercive/fear driven. In this current state of polarised political societies, participation in the 
NY will be hugely driven by fear than passion to serve the country. 

To promote the independence, accountability and transparency of the NYS, there is need for the government to 
facilitate the development of a National Youth Service Commission which will be responsible for the Recruitment 
processes and skills training. The Commissioners must be independently nominated by youths themselves rather than 
appointments by the government officials.

The youths and youth development organisations and related stakeholders should be consulted and appraised on the 
operations of the NYS through the parliamentary consultative and feedback procedures. The government should not 
be the sole administrator of the NYS without the people’s popular consensus. 
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The NYS programme should be established above board in compliance with the international standards as guided by 
the International Association of National Youth Service

Pa p e r
conclusions and 
recommendations

In a nutshell, as a peacebuilding organisation and a representative of the victims and survivors of violence, conflict 
and gross human rights violations, Heal Zimbabwe believes that the reintroduction of the National Youth Service 
training without curriculum overhaul is a regression from positive peace. The history that characterises the National 
Youth Service trainees in Zimbabwe is an antithesis of national unity, peace building, human rights, and good 
governance. The reestablishment of the trainings will trigger traumatic memories of torture, rape and violence among 
many Zimbabweans. It may also pose potential threats to peace and stability ahead of the 2023 elections and beyond. 
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You can report any cases of Human Rights 

Violations on our  Toll Free :

www.healzimbabwetrust.org


