Zimbabwe power-sharing talks begin amid high hopes for deal
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The Zimbabwe president, Robert Mugabe, left, shakes the hand of Morgan Tsvangirai, the Movement for Democratic Change leader, at the signing of a memorandum of understanding between the two parties in Harare. Photograph: Tsvangirayi Mukwazhi/AP

Power-sharing talks between Zimbabwe's ruling party and opposition leaders began in earnest in South Africa today, with the two sides discussing terms for the formation of a unity government to end the country's political crisis. 

Despite a media blackout, Zimbabwe's state-owned Herald newspaper reported that negotiators for Morgan Tsvangirai's Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) and Robert Mugabe's Zanu-PF flew to South Africa on the same flight yesterday. 

A South African paper said observers were optimistic about a final settlement being reached because the two sides had already agreed on many points on the agenda. 

"They have agreed on most of the issues except mainly the framework for a new government, Business Day quoted a source as saying. "The deal is basically done, but what remains are a few issues of detail, implementation and logistics." 

An MDC official told Reuters: "I can confirm that the substantive talks are kicking off right now in South Africa, but part of the agreement that we signed with Zanu-PF forbids the negotiating parties from talking to the media so I cannot say more."

Patrick Chinamasa, the justice minister, and Nicholas Goche, the public services minister, will represent Zanu-PF, while Tendai Biti, the MDC secretary general, and Elton Mangoma, the deputy treasurer, will represent Tsvangirai. 

The Herald newspaper said Zanu-PF's decision-making politburo yesterday gave party negotiators approval to continue with the talks. A senior Zanu-PF official was quoted as saying the politburo had expressed satisfaction with a framework deal signed by Mugabe, Tsvangirai and a smaller MDC faction. 

The talks in Pretoria over the next two weeks will cover the objectives and priorities of a new government: a new constitution, restoration of economic stability and growth, sanctions, and the vexed issue of land redistribution.

Business Day said a quick deal is expected because the final agreement would be based on a document approved, but not signed, by the parties in January after eight months of talks. The paper said the parties had failed to sign owing to clashes over the date of elections and the mechanics of implementing the agreement.

Mugabe reportedly would prefer to remain as executive president while Tsvangirai becomes prime minister. However, Tsvangirai has said he would want to be prime minister with Mugabe as non-executive president.

Thabo Mbeki, the South African president, is pressing for a final deal by next month, when he takes over as Southern African Development Community (Sadc) chairman. 

Mbeki, who was appointed mediator by Sadc last year, reportedly lobbied China to block UN sanctions on Harare, while putting pressure on Mugabe to accept a deal. 

Angola today urged the EU to lift all sanctions against Zimbabwean officials on the grounds that they were obstructing negotiations.

"There is no reason to justify the maintenance of these sanctions,'' Joao Bernardo Miranda, the foreign minister, said in an interview today on state-run Angolan National Radio. "The EU should very soon lift all sanctions against the leaders of Zimbabwe.'' 

The EU announced yesterday that another 37 people linked to Mugabe's ruling party would be added to its list of 131 people already targeted with sanctions. The measures include asset freezes and travel bans.
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