June 28, 2008

In Zimbabwe, Voters’ Fear Joins Mugabe on Ballot 

By BARRY BEARAK
JOHANNESBURG — Many people in Zimbabwe faced a peculiar choice on Friday: cast their ballots for President Robert Mugabe, the only candidate left in the presidential runoff, or be beaten up and perhaps killed. 

The opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai, dropped out of the election on Sunday, citing a state-run campaign of violence against his followers. He told supporters that if possible, they should stay away from the polls, and many people were able to do so. Turnout appears to have been very low, especially in the opposition’s urban strongholds.

But on Friday, in an open letter, he also offered advice to those who were being forced to vote for Mr. Mugabe by gangs of ruling-party enforcers: “If you need to do this to save your life, be not afraid. Do it.”

In Murehwa, in the province of Mashonaland East, many voters did just that. After a full night of being forced to chant the slogans of Mr. Mugabe’s party, ZANU-PF, they were taken to the polls in groups of five, said a teacher who described the events. He was too afraid to provide his name.

“In each group there was a leader who would record the serial number on the ballot so they could detect who you voted for,” he said, because Mr. Tsvangirai withdrew too late to have his name removed from the ballot.

Many voters were desperate for the protection offered by a pinky finger dipped in red ink, evidence that they had voted. 

“I just wanted the ink for security reasons,” said MacDonald, 33, a man who voted in a ramshackle Harare suburb and did not want his comments accompanied by his last name. “I fear victimization from the ZANU-PF militia. It is obvious they will come door to door. If they see you do not have the red ink, they will know you are for the opposition.”

Friday’s election, denounced as a sham by many leaders across Africa and throughout the world, was a woeful event in a woebegone nation, afflicted by sinister violence and an economy that has plunged most everyone into penury. The vote was a marked contrast to the election that took place here in March, when optimism tinged the air and people stood in long lines, chatting and joking, welcoming the chance to partake in democracy.

By the official count, Mr. Tsvangirai won that vote over Mr. Mugabe, 48 percent to 43 percent. The 84-year-old president, who has led Zimbabwe since it won independence in 1980, seemed on the ropes.

But the lack of a majority required a runoff, and that is when, according to human rights groups, ZANU-PF began a brass-knuckled approach in preparation for the second round. During the campaign of terror, dozens of Mr. Tsvangirai’s supporters have been killed, thousands have been wounded and tens of thousands have been displaced from their homes, civic groups, doctors and relief agencies say.

As the runoff approached, voters — especially those in rural areas — were warned to vote for Mr. Mugabe or else. Ben Freeth, a commercial farmer near the town of Chegutu in the province of Mashonaland West, said dozens of his workers had been taken away for all-night vigils called pungwe sessions.

“Sleep deprivation is a big part of it,” Mr. Freeth said. “They’re made to chant slogans, and anyone deemed an opposition supporter is singled out and beaten with sticks in front of the rest. They’re told that everyone in the group has to vote for Mugabe or their heads will be chopped off.”

As Friday’s vote went on, and as more stories of intimidation became known, Mr. Tsvangirai called a news conference. “What is happening today is not an election,” he protested. “It is an exercise in mass intimidation with people all over the country being forced to vote.”

And yet the coercion, while common, was not all-pervasive. 

In Harare and Bulawayo, the two largest cities, the turnout was light at most polling places, with election workers often outnumbering the voters.

In Kambuzuma, a suburb of Harare, only five voters arrived during the first two hours. “I don’t see the logic of going to vote when there is only one candidate,” said a man too afraid to give his name, adding, “I can’t legitimize an illegitimate process.”

Many Tsvangirai supporters tried to have things both ways, voting in order to stay safe and yet somehow marring their ballot so it would not count.

In Mpopma, a Bulawayo suburb, there was also a parliamentary race. “People tried to take the parliamentary paper and refuse the presidential one, and if they were forced to take the presidential ballot they spoiled it by voting for both candidates,” said Lenox Mhlanga, the information director for Bulawayo Agenda, a coalition of civic groups.

On Friday, the Group of 8 nations, meeting in Kyoto, Japan, lambasted Zimbabwe’s government, and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice said the United Nations Security Council may consider fresh sanctions against it next week.

The leaders of several African states, including Botswana, Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia, have also condemned Mr. Mugabe’s use of election-season violence.

In remarks published Friday in The Herald, the state-run newspaper, Mr. Mugabe seemed offended at the accusations. But rather than denying the abuses, he suggested that everything is relative.

“Some African countries have done worse things,” he said, adding that when he went to meetings of the African Union next week in Egypt he would dare other heads of state to deny this fact. “I would like some African leaders who are making these statements to point at me and we would see if those fingers would be cleaner than mine.”

Oddly, when Friday’s election results are announced, the tally may prove an embarrassment to Mr. Mugabe. He could win by too much. “They’ll have to give Tsvangirai at least 30 percent to make things look realistic,” said Mike Davies, the chairman of the Combined Harare Residents Association, one of the nation’s largest civic groups. 

“That’ll be one of the bizarre ironies of the situation here,” he said. “ZANU will have to rejigger the results from the frightened masses, taking votes from themselves.”

Disappointment at the U.N.
The United Nations Security Council expressed disappointment on Friday that the elections had not been delayed, but members failed to agree on a more strongly worded condemnation. 

The American ambassador, Zalmay Khalilzad, speaking as the Council’s monthly president, called the elections a “sham” and expressed “deep regret” that they went ahead under the current circumstances. 

He said that if conditions did not change, the American government would push for sanctions. Informal consultations with other Council members had already begun about sanctions, diplomats said. 

Employees of The New York Times contributed reporting from Harare, Zimbabwe, and Alan Cowell from Paris.
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