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JOHANNESBURG — As more opposition supporters in Zimbabwe were reported killed, a group of southern African government ministers issued unusually blunt public criticism of President Robert Mugabe on Thursday, saying there was “every sign” that next week’s presidential run-off election “will never be free nor fair.”
The criticism seemed to reflect growing apprehension and impatience among Zimbabwe’s neighbors, a day after President Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, the regional mediator, launched his latest effort to ease growing tensions before the June 27 ballot.

Despite Mr. Mbeki’s visit to Zimbabwe on Wednesday — his third in the electoral crisis — the authorities in Harare were reported to have ruled Thursday that the opposition Movement for Democratic Change would not be allowed to place campaign advertisements in the state-run Herald newspaper.

Zimbabwe’s neighbors rarely issue public criticism of Mr. Mugabe, but the statement Thursday from the Tanzanian foreign minister, Bernard Membe, seemed remarkable, in part because of Tanzania’s long history of support for Mr. Mugabe in Zimbabwe’s liberation struggle.

Tanzania is also the current chair of the African Union, the continent’s highest representative body.

Tanzania, Swaziland and Angola are members of the Southern African Development Community and form a committee entrusted with regional peace and security.

“There is every sign that these elections will never be free nor fair,” Mr. Membe told a news conference in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania’s commercial hub, saying he and his colleagues would urge their presidents to “do something urgently so that we can save Zimbabwe,” Reuters reported.

Mr. Membe said the three southern African countries had reached their conclusion on the basis of reports from 211 election observers inside the country, some of whom had seen two people shot dead in front of them on June 17, Reuters said.

“We have told the government of Zimbabwe to stop the violence,” he said. “We have told our observers not to be threatened, that they do their work without fear. People of Zimbabwe are hurting and it pains us.”

Mr. Membe said it was “disheartening” that neither side indicated any flexibility. “Let us expect a lot of trouble in Zimbabwe after June 27,” he said.

In the first round of balloting on March 29, Morgan Tsvangirai, the opposition leader, won more votes than Mr. Mugabe but not enough to avert the run-off. 

Since then, Western governments and human rights organizations have accused Mr. Mugabe’s supporters of launching a mounting campaign of violence and intimidation against Mr. Tsvangirai’s followers. Many people have also been forcibly removed from the home areas in which they are obliged by law to vote.

Mr. Tsvangirai’s Movement for Democratic Change said Thursday that four activists had been killed after being abducted from Chitungwiza, a poor neighborhood near Harare, and that the homes of three opposition figures in the same area had been firebombed. The latest fatalities bring to around 70 the number of people killed since the March 29 vote, according to the opposition.

A statement from the opposition on Thursday quoted Mr. Tsvangirai as saying that Mr. Mugabe “is now operating like a warlord rather than a head of state.” 

The statement listed several urban neighborhoods where it said a “terror campaign” was unfolding, but it welcomed statements of support from African countries, including the one from Tanzania on Thursday. The Zimbabwe opposition “has long stated that the Zimbabwe problem is an African problem that urgently requires an African solution,” the statement said. “The need for a solution has never been more urgent,” it added.

A South African newspaper, Business Day, reported Thursday that Mr. Mbeki sought on Wednesday to persuade Mr. Mugabe and Mr. Tsvangirai in separate meetings with the two men to form a unity government and cancel the run-off. The South African government made no immediate comment on the report, which reflected earlier South African efforts to depict a unity government as a solution to the crisis.

The idea of Mr. Mugabe and Mr. Tsvangirai joining such a body seems improbable. Mr. Mugabe has accused the opposition of being puppets of Zimbabwe’s former colonial rulers and sworn that he would go to war rather than hand over power. 

Mr. Mugabe, 84, has ruled Zimbabwe for 28 years since independence from Britain.

According to Business Day, Mr. Tsvangirai agreed to meet Mr. Mugabe, but dismissed the run-off vote as a farce. Mr. Mbeki’s office declined on Thursday to comment on the report. The violence in Zimbabwe is such that, in May alone, more than 1,000 people received medical treatment — 119 of them for bone fractures, mostly consistent with people raising their arms to protect their faces and bodies from blows from iron bars and heavy sticks, according to a report from the Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human Rights. 

“There has been a gross surge in both the quantity and severity of injury,” the group reported.

Civic leaders, human rights groups and Western diplomats say the violence is largely the handiwork of ZANU-PF, the governing party, while the government has blamed the opposition.
Celia W. Dugger reported from Johannesburg and Alan Cowell from Paris.
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