Zimbabwe Opposition Party Official Arrested 
February 14, 2009

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — On the very day Zimbabwe’s new coalition government was sworn in, agents of President Robert Mugabe’s security forces on Friday arrested Roy Bennett, the third highest ranking member of the opposition party that is supposed to share power with Mr. Mugabe.

The authorities picked up Mr. Bennett, the treasurer general of the Movement for Democratic Change and the nominee to become deputy agriculture minister, at a small airport in Harare, the capital of Zimbabwe. His party said Friday evening that the authorities originally charged Mr. Bennett with trying to leave the country illegally, then later with treason, punishable by death. Mr. Mugabe’s government had recently linked Mr. Bennett once again to a plot allegedly hatched in 2006 to destabilize the government — a charge Mr. Bennett has denied. 

Mr. Bennett was about to board a flight to Johannesburg, where he has lived in exile in recent years, for a celebration of his 52nd birthday on Monday, his wife, Heather, said in a telephone interview. He had planned to fly back to Harare to be sworn in on Wednesday along with the other deputy ministers appointed by Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai, leader of the Movement for Democratic Change. “I spoke to him just an hour ago,” Mrs. Bennett said Friday afternoon. “Obviously, he’s been worried the whole time he’s been in Zimbabwe, but Morgan had said to him it would be fine to fly out.” 

Mr. Bennett’s arrest raises more questions about how much clout Mr. Tsvangirai will have under a power-sharing agreement with Mr. Mugabe, who has run the country with an iron hand since 1980. Mr. Tsvangirai outpolled Mr. Mugabe in elections last March, but ended his campaign just days before a run-off in June because of violence against thousands of his supporters. 

Spokesmen for the police and the Information Ministry could not be reached for comment on Friday.

The treason charges leveled against Mr. Bennett, whose coffee farm was seized during the Mugabe government’s push to confiscate white-owned land, are nothing new for the opposition. Mr. Tsvangirai himself was charged with treason, tried in 2004 and acquitted. Last week, a judge withdrew treason charges against Tendai Biti, the second-ranking official in the party and the finance minister in the new coalition government. 

The Movement for Democratic Change said Mr. Bennett had been taken to the police station in Mutare, in eastern Zimbabwe; it said that the police had fired live ammunition into the air and taken dogs to disperse a crowd of opposition party supporters who gathered to demand his release, but that the crowd remained there on Friday evening.

In a power-sharing deal negotiated last month under the auspices of regional leaders from across southern Africa, Mr. Tsvangirai and a small breakaway faction of the opposition will have a one-vote edge in cabinet ministers over Mr. Mugabe’s ZANU-PF party. But Mr. Mugabe retained control over the military and the intelligence agency and insisted on shared control of the police — giving him a continued hold over the security forces he has employed for years to repress his political opponents.

Mr. Tsvangirai had sought the release of dozens of opposition and human rights activists abducted by security agents in recent months as a condition for joining the government, but relented when Mr. Mugabe refused to free them.

On Thursday, Mr. Tsvangirai had an emotional reunion with 16 of his people at Chikurubi prison in Harare, his spokesman, Joseph Mungwari, said. Many of them have submitted affidavits that they were tortured to extract false confessions of their involvement in plots to topple Mr. Mugabe. They are yet to be released on bail.

Since Mr. Bennett returned to Zimbabwe after Mr. Tsvangirai agreed to enter the government, there have been intimations in the state news media that Mr. Bennett might be picked up in connection with an arms cache found in a home in 2006 “tied to attempts to instigate civil strife in the country,” the state-owned Herald, a mouthpiece for Mr. Mugabe, reported two weeks ago.

Mr. Bennett had heard he was being sought by the authorities and, concerned for his safety, spent Thursday night at the German Embassy in Harare, his wife said Friday. She said that when she told him she was worried, he replied, “You can’t keep hiding.”

A reporter in Harare, Zimbabwe, contributed to this article.

Home 

Copyright 2009 The New York Times Company 

