June 21, 2008

Calls for More Zimbabwe Sanctions 

By STEPHEN CASTLE and ALAN COWELL
BRUSSELS — Amid conflicting reports over the likely course of Zimbabwe’s violence-ridden presidential run-off, the European Union said on Friday that it would consider expanding its sanctions against the regime of President Robert Mugabe.

In making the announcement after a summit meeting here, the 27-nation bloc did not say specifically what actions it might take to add to its current, often ineffective body of measures, which include a porous ban on Mr. Mugabe’s traveling to Europe. 

The European strategy is partly to demonstrate concern without punishing ordinary Zimbabweans, officials said. It was not clear what the union could do to alter the course of events in the southern African nation.

Prime Minister Gordon Brown of Britain, who took part in the summit meeting, said at a news conference that the union may take new steps against members of the Zimbabwean government beside Mr. Mugabe himself.

Mr. Brown called the government a “criminal cabal” and “an isolated regime” that had “unleashed still more violence.”

“This is a blatant attempt to intimidate and steal the election,” he told reporters. 

The main Zimbabwean opposition to Mr. Mugabe, the Movement for Democratic Change, said that about 70 of its supporters have been killed and thousands more beaten or chased from their homes since the first round of presidential voting on March 29. The opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai won more votes than Mr. Mugabe on that day, but not enough to avoid a runoff, scheduled for June 27.

In campaigning in recent days, Mr. Mugabe has been widely cited in the state-run media as threatening to go to war rather than countenance defeat in the elections, which even some of Zimbabwe’s neighbors have now condemned as unlikely to be free or fair.

By contrast, Mr. Tsvangirai and his followers have been largely ignored by the state-run media.

In a draft of its final statement after the two-day meeting in Brussels, the European Union said it “reiterates its readiness to take additional measures against those responsible for violence.”

The existing European sanctions against Zimbabwe, dating from 2002, include an arms embargo, a halt in development aid and a freeze on the personal assets of Mr. Mugabe and 125 other senior officials.

As the European leaders met, conflicting reports emerged from Zimbabwe suggesting that the opposition was considering withdrawing from the run-off election. But Nelson Chamisa, an opposition spokesman, said a decision would be made on Monday.

In a report from Harare, The Associated Press said Mr. Tsvangirai sent an e-mail message to supporters, telling them that the wave of violence was “reminiscent of the worst days” of white minority rule before independence from Britain in 1980.

Also in Harare, a magistrate on Friday refused an application for the release of another senior opposition leader, Tendai Biti, the detained secretary-general of the Movement for Democratic Change. Mr. Biti has been charged with treason, and could face the death penalty. He was ordered held until July 7 — well after the June 27 run-off.

Stephen Castle reported from Brussels, and Alan Cowell reported from Paris.
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