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R E p o R T

BotsWana, a mostly desert country of just over one million
people, imports over 90 percent of its food from South
Africa. Despite this dependency, it has long provided a
refuge for exiles fleeing from apartheid. According to one
BotsWana official, its very independence was a product of
Britain's desire to have a buffer against Dutch Afrikaaner
expansionism in the region.

A gentle, pacific country, Botswana had no atmy until
ten yeats after independence, when incursions by white
tuled Rhodesia led it to create the BotsWana Defense Force.
Despite its economic dependence on its powerful neighbor
to the south, BotsWana has played a leading role in creating
and sustaining the Southern Africa Development Coor
dinating Conference (SADCC)-a group of nine southern
African countries working together to reduce their
dependence on South Africa.

This report is based on visits in October 1986 and
Febtuary 1987.

Flying or driving from Zimbabwe to the Botswana capital
of Gaborone, one passes over batren, sun-baked stretches
of the Kalahati Desert covering 80 percent of this country.
BotsWana is about the size of Arizona and New Mexico
together, and just as dry.

This desert climate shapes every aspect of BotsWana's
culture. Rain or its absence ate central themes of the life
and ianguage of the BatsWana (as Botswana citizens ate call
ed). "Pula," the word for rain. is the name given the na
tional currency. Synonymous with wealth, it is chanted at
public meetings, emblazoned on the national seal, and
adorned posters celebrating Botswatm's 20th anniversary of
independence this past September~ Songs about rain
ate part of the piped music at GabotVne's spacious airpOrt.
Five yeats of drought have intensified this preoccupation.
People preserve water whenever they am, saving the runoff
from kitchen sinks and bathtubs to wate, gardens.

Driving to Gaborone reveals one major component of
BotsWana's economy: herds of cattle and goats wander at
random across the scrubby terrain, unlike their fenced-in
cousins in Zimbabwe, creating unexpected hazatds for the
unwary driver. Cars must slow down for the occasional bum
py cattle grid (which enclosed cattle in broad ateas) and
veterinary checkpoint (meant to check the spread of cattle
diseases). Roads seem strangely abandoned ofall life at mid
day, under the merciless sun (temperatures can rise easily
to 1.10 F in the shade). The occasional security checkpoint
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is a subtle reminder of South Africa's threat, as soldiers
politely check travel documents and look through one's cat.

Flying to BotsWana reveals other aspects of BotsWana's
economy: the significant amounts of international assistance
(about $150 per capita annually from donors, more than
Ethiopia's per capita GNP) on which BotsWana depends,
and the high nwuber of expatriates fl!E!!g key economic
posts. Last October, seatenates on my flight included a
WHO official and a Zimbabwean businessman working for
a private consulting company in BotsWana. There ate a good
number of white Zimbabweans working in BotsWana, at
tracted by its more capitalist, South Africa-linked economy
and plusher lifestyle.

Gaborone's pleasant, well-planned and spacious airport
was a surprise-and can expect to become much more heavi
ly used as countries begin to apply Commonwealth and EEC
sanctions, cutting air links to South Africa and shifting their
regional destination from Johannesburg northward to the
Front Line States (FLS).

Both Gaborone and Francistown (BotsWana's second
latgest town) feel like western boomtowns, factories and
watehouses thrown up on their outskirts. A fine desert dust
lies everywhere, especially before the rains begin in October,
when winds whip up fierce sandstorms. After seeing the
slums of Nairobi, Gaborone's poorer ateas seem comfortable
by compatison. Roads ate lined with small, neat brick and
concrete houses, the result of an urban housing program
(in part with World Bank aid) that seems to have reduced
the number ofshanty towns and coped amazingly well with
the flow of people to the capital. This flow has grown to
a flood after five yeats of drought. (Some say World Bank
financing, used to redaim ecologically fragile areas border
ing the Okavango Delta for cultivation, has hastened both
environmental deterioration and the flow of people to
cities.) Gaborone may be the only city in the world where
a single shopping mall houses the main facilities of national
government, international commerce and local consumer
purchasing. You can find almost everything atound the
edges of this one mall: the U.S. Embassy, banks, the U.N.
Development Program office, many nongovernmental
organiations (NGOs), bookstores and hairdressers,
newspaper offices, and a lively street matket which on Satur
days takes on the aura of a gatage sale.

Officialdom is equally accessible, and happily lacking in
the pomp and protocol-consciousness found elsewhere in
Africa. One friend asked a man to move from the seat he
had reserved on a flight to Gaborone; only during a later
amiable chat did he discover his seatenate was Botswana's
Vice President. When South Afric.a threatens to invade, they
can-if they wish-look up Ministers' home addresses and



phone numbers in the local phone directory.

QUAKER REFUGEE ACTIVITIES
On one visit, I attended the local Quaker Meeting, held
in a spacious tapestry-bedecked dining hall at Kagisong, the
Quaker-supponed center for refugees on the edge of
Gaborone. The Meeting ended in song, as we were joined
by a large, spirited group of children, many barefoot, who
wrestled with the discipline of silence and were enthusiastic
about the after-meeting cookies.

- Kagisong recently suffered financial stresses as the
UNHCR cut back its funding (on which Kagisong signficant
ly depended) and the government sought to confme refugees
to Dukwe Camp (135 Km nonheast ofFrancistown). It also
discouraged their staying even overnight when in Gaborone
on business.

In 1986, Kagisong gained a new director and recruited
a Ugandan to work with refugees. It also contracted with
USAID to provide orientation for South African refugees
accepted for resettlement in the U. S. I saw several new brick
and thatched roof buildings under construction during my
visit, intended to house orientation activities. Concerned
that the Quaker inspiration of Kagisong be preserved, its
staff is clarifying whether the new facilities can be utilized
by other agencies and embassies for refugee orientation ac
tivities, as well as by the surrounding cornmunity for
neighborhood events.

REFUGE FOR EXILES
BatsWana pride themselves on hospitality toward refugees,
and it has been painful for them to limit that hospitality
under pressure of threats from Pretoria. A state of anxiety
if not fear has been created by South Africa's threatening
acts, including:

-undocumented accusations of African National Con
gress (ANC) presence in or infiltration from Botswana
(November 1986 and this February during the SADCC
meeting);

-bomb attacks (February, May and November 1985 and
May 1986);

-cross-border incursions (two incidents last October; a
booby-trapped grenade which injured three Botswana
soldiers in January 1987); and

-theJune 198) commando raid on Gaborone in which
11 alleged ANC activists were killed.

These pressures have led the government to heavily restrict
the presence, number and free covenant of South African
exiles. A growing number of alleged ANC members have
been detained as 'illegal immigrants'.

Botswana's neighbors now provide refuge for exiles
targeted by Pretoria for attack, who once lived in Gaborone.
Despite South Africa's charges that these and other exiles
have planned armed attacks from Botswana into South
Africa, they have failed to produce credible evidence to back
up these assenions, according to the BotsWana Government
and other observers. Just as anyone working against apar
theid inside South Africa is labelled by Pretoria as com
munist and part of the 'revolutionary onslaught,' so exiles
living outside are seen-and treated-in the same way.

As a result, the composition of Botswana's refugee
population has changed. Zimbabweans are now the largest
group housed at Dukwe. (Many fled the violence in

Matabdeland from 1982 through 1985.) Their presence has
been a source of tension between BotsWana and Zimbabwe,
the latter accusing BotsWana of providing sanctuary to
suspected dissidents. Through the UNHCR, about 700 such
refugees have voluntarily returned to Zimbabwe for reset
tlement, but an estimated 3,500 remain.

CIVll. RIGHTS UNDERMINED BY
SOUTH AFRICA'S PRESSURES

Some observers fear Pretoria's moves have en
dangered BotsWana's commitment to democracy
and civil libenies. In April 1986, BotsWana's
parliament passed a harsh new National Security
Act uncomfonably reminiscent of South Africa's
sweeping security legislation. Officially aimed
at spies and terrorists from South Africa, the last
has prompted fears that it might be used to sup
press internal dissent or crack down on African
National Congress sympathiurs.

Under the law, with sweeping new powers the
government may set 30-year jail terms for per
sons gathering or publishing information which
might be ••directly or indirectly useful to a
foreign power or disaffected person" or for
anyone who "hinders or interferes" with
"necessary services" such as mining, food pro
duction, communications, transpon and most
government services. (As one local newspaper
noted, striking workers and journalists covering
a strike could both be sentenced to 30 years' im
prisonment under this law.)

THE HORNS OF BOTSWANA'S
DEVELOPMENT DILEMMA
Cattle play an integral economic and cultural role in the
lives of BatsWana. Until 1977 cattle generated about 30 per
cent of Botswana's foreign exchange earnings, but yield
much less today. Eighty to ninety percent of BatsWana are
still involved in some form of livestock-related activities
(e.g., leatherworking), many outside the formal cash
economy. Cattle or goats are a primary measure of sOcial
status and used as the main component for bride price in
rural areas. On weebnds. even government ministers disap
pear from me. capital to visit their cattle posts.

BotsWana's five-year drought. in addition to reducing
agriculture'S contribution to the GDP to 7 percent by 1985,
decimated local Iwds and widened the gap between
BotsWana's haTes and have-nots. The national herd has
fallen by a third since 1983 and 45 percent of rural
households now have no cattle, while 5 percent of
BotsWana's 50,000 ranchers own half the remaining cattle.
Those without cattle live at bare subsistence.

Many people have moved to urban areas in search ofwork,
adding to BotsWana's unemployment problem (the govern
ment is the largest employer, providing jobs for 29 percent
of the workforce). Still others have sought jobs in South
Africa, despite periodic threats by the latter to repatriate
them by force. During the 1980's, BotsWana expects to
generate jobs for only 50 percent ot new entrants into its
workforce, a politically explosive reality.



The concentration of cattle, the form of traditional
wealth, in fewer hands has led to the creation of an even
smaller elite (among them most leading politicians) who
have pushed to tilt national development priorities toward
favoring large cattle interests. Political tensions have
sharpened as Botswana's opposition parties have advocated
alternative agricultural or mining initiatives that create more
employment and distribute the benefits of development
more broadly. Many aid donors, including the U.S., have
also sought to emphasize the need to generate employment.

In recent years, diamonds have outstripped cattle as the
main foreign exchange earner (78 percent ), providing 49
percent of Botswana's GDP in 1984. In the last two years,
Botswana has surpassed South Africa itself as the largest ex
poner of diamonds in the world, providing a needed cushion
in hard currency, giveo drought-caused shortfalls.

DOMINATION BY DEPENDENCY:
SOUTH AFRICA
BotsWana's dependency on and vulnerability to its southern
neighbor South Africa-has significantly constrained its
domestic as well as foreign policies. Within cenain limits,
Botswana has consistently tried to maintain its political in
dependence while seeking greater economic autonomy, par
ticularly through SADCC, which has its headquaners in
Gaborone. South Africa is the 'wolf at the door,' however,
exening economic, military and political pressures that
Botswana is ill-equipped to withstand.

ECONOMIC DILEMMA
South Africa plays a key role in Botswana's economic life.
Over 90 percent of BotsWana's total imports and food come
from or through South Africa. Its currency is pegged in pan
to the South African Rand (hence affected by South African
inflation), and South African companies dominate
Botswana's diamond mining as well as manufacturing sec
tors. "We would starve if South Africa decided to close its
borders tomorrow," one Botswana official told me. This
economic reality has forced BotsWana to react very cautiously
to threats from South Africa.

BOTSWANA WEATIlERS
BANTUSTAN SQUEEZE

South Africa tried to force international
diplomatic recognition of one of its bantustans
when the Bophuthatswana (Bop)
'homeland'-of Sun City fame-suddenly
demanded that BatsWana (fromJanuary 11) and
Zimbabweans (from Febtuary 9) obtain visas for
travel into the area.

Given Botswana's dependency on South
Africa for food (much is shipped via the railway
passing through Bop), the move recalled South
Africa's January 1986 blockade of Lesotho,
which led to a military coup and a new govern
ment more amenable to Pretoria's economic and
military demands. The move came barely three
weeks before SADCC's seventh annual meeting.
It may have been aimed to block Botswana's

takeover of its own railway from Zimbabwe
(which inherited its management role from the
white Rhodesian Government) as pan of a plan
to strengthen SADCC transpon.

Weekly goods shipments of 70-80,000 tons,
temporarily suspended for 12 hours February
8th, have since returned to normal under a tem
porary two-month arrangement: South African
locomotives pick up south-bound trains and
deliver nonh-bound cargo just inside BotsWana.

A new crunch may come this April, when ar
rangements must be renewed. The biggest losers
so far are Mafeking retailers whose sales have
dropped as train passengers from the nonh have
shrunk to a trickle. But as the political situa
tion deteriorates inside South Africa (and
whites-only electoral campaign rhetoric grows),
pressures on BotsWana may increase.

BotsWana is linked to South Africa through
the South African Customs Union (SACU),
from which it earns 16 percent of its government
revenue and gains reduced duties on goods.
BotsWana recently inquired about negotiating
better terms under the agreement (in particular,
more prompt payment of proceeds owed
Botswana). Currently, Pretoria retains interest
free use of these funds for almost two years
before disbursement.

In turn, South Africa reponedly wants to
channel some SACU revenues through its
Regional Development Bank, to which
BotsWana, Lesotho and Swaziland would have
to apply for funds, a back-door attempt to re
introduce South Africa's discredited Constella
tion of States proposals. South Africa uses its
proceeds from SACU to fund several bantustans,
including Bop, and is reponedly pressing to in
clude them in SACU.

MILITARY CHALLENGES
Botswana had no standing army until 1977 (10 years after
independence). The BotsWana Defense Force (BDF) now
numbers 3,500 but has no military aircraft and finds it dif
ficult to effectively patrol its long borders with South Africa,
South Africa-occupied Namibia and Zimbabwe.

Border incursions occur with regularity but little public
knowledge. (The night that Mozambican President Samora
Machel was killed, BotsWana reponed two violations of its
airspace and one commando incursion by South Africa.) In
late November, South Africa's army chief Lt.-General A.
J. Liebenberg threatened military action against BotsWana,
alleging ANC infiltration into South Africa from Gaborone
to plant land mines, with the knowledge of the Botswana
Government. This was vehemently denied by BotsWana's
Foreign Minister, Dr. G. Chieppe, who again demanded
that Pretoria substantiate its allegations. A more recent in
cursion by South African commandos occurred January 1,
when an elderly woman was killed and three BDF soldiers
injured in a border incident.
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PRETORIA: DESTABILIZING

ITS NEIGHBORS
Botswana has been a victim of South Africa's
efforts-using a combination of economic,
military and political levers-to destabilize it,
though less dramatically and visibly than fellow
SADCC members Mozambique, Lesotho and
Angola. South Africa's June 1985 raid on
Gaborone, in which 11 people were killed, was
aimed at forcing Botswana to expel South
African exiles and agree to security arrangements
allowing South African military forces a role in
side Botswana.

A key aspect of destabilization is spreading
terror. One survivor of the raid told me how he
hid under his bed as South African comman
dos shot fIrst a visiting friend hiding in a closet,
then his brother and sister-in-law lying on the
floor in front of him. I was taken to visit one
of the houses blown up by the commandos, now
rebuilt with community suppon.

A unique feature of this parncular attack was
the targeting of cultural workers-anists and
musicians who belonged to a group called
MedII-for killing. MedII brought together
South African exiles and Batswana artists to pro
duce posters for distribution inside and outside
South Africa. It had been instrUmental in
organizing a regional anti-apanheid music
festival. MedII's capacity to bring together ar
tists of different nationalities, racial and ethnic
background to work together was panicularly
threatening to Pretoria, one former MedII
member told me.

POunCAL PRESSURES
Such economic and military pressures have forced Botswana
to respond defensively, and to tighdy restrict political ac
tivity by South MOcan exiles and by the ANC. Last March,
Botswana President Quen Masire announced that the ANC
had agreed to withdraw its representative there.as his security
could no longer be guaranteed. Pretoria has continued to
issue threats over alleged ANC presence in Botswana, and
did again during the recent SADCC meeting.

These pressures have also acted to keep Botswana from
openly backing sanctions by countries in l~ vulnerable posi
tions (although its foreign exchange reserves-eurrendy 24
months' work-make it the only SADCC country that could
afford an emergency airlift were its borders closed totally
to South MOca).
. Within limits, however, it has assened its political in·
dependence, primarily by hosting SADCC headquaners.
The late Botswana President Seretse Khama played a key
role in initiating SADCC in 1980. It has also resisted South
African pressure to sign a mutual security pact similar to
those forced on Swaziland and Mozambique.

Internally, South African pressures in the past year-and
a-half seem to have created two reactions. Some Botswana
want to eliminate the presence of South African refugees
so that South Africa has no further pretext to intervene.
Vigilante groups have been forced to repon suspicious ac-

tivities of unknown neighbors in some areas and refugees
are fmding it increasingly difficult to rent housing.

---Others, however, want the government to react more
assertively to Pretoria's pressures and have criticized the
BDF's failure to actively resist South Africa's incursions by
force. Still others, including some opposition parnes, have
urged the government to increase Botswana's economic in
dependence from South Africa.

INTERNAL POLITICS
Botswana traditionally has been known for its political
stability, based in great parr on the dominance of traditional
large carde-owning interests over the interests of small
holders and urban workers. Political dissatisfaction has
grown among those excluded from the economic benefIts
of national development policies or of holding elected or
appointed government positions.

Although the Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) has ruled
since independence, there have been signiflcant electoral
gains by the socialist-oriented Botswana National Front
(BNF). (During my visit, I saw street vendors selling their
journal and they and other opposition parnes were holding
barbeques-called braais-and raffles to spark public
interest. )

The BNF won 20 percent of the popular vote in the 1984
elections and, in parr due to rising urban unemployment
caused by a drought-induced tural exodus, control of the
major urban centers of Gaborone, Lobatse (location of the
largest carde abbatoir in the world) and Jwaneng (a center
for mining diamonds, which not contribute about 49 per
cent of GDP). BNF wants more active diversification of
Botswana's economy to reduce its independence on South
Africa for basic commodities and seeks greater state involve
ment in boosting small holders' (as opposed to big ranchers')
incomes. Four other opposition parnes have won lesser sup
pon, but seem unable to unite into a more effective
opposition.

Recent BNF gains have caused the BDP to seek to over
turn election results on various technicalities. BNF leaders
have also been taken to coun on various charges, which some
allege have been trumped up.

U.S. PRESENCE
Botswana has become a major focus for U.S. effoCts to fInd
a regional 'base of operations' in the SADCC region. In
October, the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) reponedly concluded negotiations on expanding
Voice of America operations there which, in three to four
years, may rival its large installations in Liberia.

USAID views Botswana as a ••moderating influence in
attempts to work out peaceful solutions to problems of
achieving majority rule within the region." Parr of the U.S.
enthusiasm results from Botswana's thriving private sector,
economic conservatism, and eagerness for foreign investment
on foreign capital's terms.

As a result, the U.S. has stood up for Botswana in small
ways-most notably withdrawing its diplomatic represen
tation from Pretoria following South MOca'sJune 1985 raid
in Gaborone. It responded swiftly through diplomatic chan
nels following Pretoria's threats on February 6th. Yet to
some extent its defense has been muted by the Administra
tion's fundamental antipathy to confronting Botswana's



most serious threat-South Mrica-with its most potent
weapon-sanctions.

USAID focused its $12 million in FY1985 aid on
BotsWana's most pressing problems:

-employment ($5 m., including a mral sector ~rant and
efforts to train BotsWana to create employment) !S2.1 m.
for FY's 86·87};

-education ($5.7 m., including primary and secondary
educational improvement) {S11.8 m. in FY's 86·87}; and

-mral agricultural development ($1 m., including
technology improvement) [$5.2 m. for FY's 86-87}. U.S.
assistance accounts for 35 percent of all BotsWana's bilateral
aid, though some fear Congressional budget cuts may
eliminate U.S. aid altogether, including a miniscule military
defense program. The U.S. operates a substantial Peace
Corps presence in BotsWana, providing volunteer teachers
and working in areas such as renewable energy technology,
agricultural research and horticulture, small enterprise
development, and coordination of labor intensive projects.

Whether BotsWana will retain its independence of action
or be forced to make concessions to South African pressures
remains to be seen. But cenainly countries like BotsWana
will have no alternative unless countries as powerful as the
U.S. provide it with the political suppon and economic aid
that will enable it to withstand those pressures-or exen
sufficient pressure on South Mrica itself to prevent funher
military aggression.
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