June 8, 2008

Court Order Allows Rallies in Capital of Zimbabwe 

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — A Zimbabwe court ruled Saturday that opposition rallies planned for this weekend in Harare, the capital, should not have been banned by the police and may take place, Nelson Chamisa, a spokesman for the political opposition, said. 

But the court’s action has limited impact, Mr. Chamisa said. It was issued too late for two of the rallies, which were scheduled for Saturday in crowded urban townships, and it does not affect a nationwide police ban on opposition rallies, he said.

“We still have to deal with a ban put in place nationally, which is making it difficult for us to campaign,” said Mr. Chamisa, of the opposition Movement for Democratic Change.

Two rallies will be held Sunday afternoon in Harare, he said. The party’s standard-bearer, Morgan Tsvangirai, won the most votes in presidential elections in March, and he faces President Robert Mugabe, who has been in power since 1980, in a runoff that is now less than three weeks away.

The government detained Mr. Tsvangirai twice in recent days for hours at a time and blocked his rallies.

It also suspended operations of all humanitarian groups, on which millions of people depend for food and other basic needs. As the government prints more money to pay its bills, hyperinflation is now putting staple foods further and further out of reach in a country where more than 80 percent of the people are out of work.

The price of a loaf of bread has skyrocketed to 350 to 700 million Zimbabwe dollars in many shops, the state-owned newspaper, The Herald, reported Saturday. Last month, the price was 100 million. In 2006, it was one million.

Bright Matonga, the deputy minister of information, told The Herald, a mouthpiece for ZANU-PF, the governing party, that the nongovernmental organizations had been acting like political parties supporting the opposition.

He accused some of the groups of threatening to cut off food to those who voted for Mr. Mugabe, and he contended that they had received $6 million from the American government to destabilize the country and support Mr. Tsvangirai’s campaign. 

The aid groups adamantly deny that politics has influenced their distribution of food, and they say the government has yet to back up its accusations with any proof. No specifics were offered in the article published Saturday in The Herald. 

Human rights groups and aid officials say Mr. Mugabe’s party is trying to clear the countryside of independent witnesses to its campaign of violence against the opposition and to control the flow of patronage, especially food, to win votes.
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