April 18, 2008

Tensions Rise Over Disputed Zimbabwe Vote 

By GRAHAM BOWLEY
The verbal salvos over Zimbabwe’s disputed election escalated Thursday, with the government accusing the opposition of treason, South Africa toughening its position by calling for the release of election results and the Zimbabwean opposition demanding that South Africa bow out as the mediator of the political standoff.

Zimbabwe’s government, in a state-run newspaper, said it had uncovered a plot by the opposition to conspire with Britain to topple President Robert Mugabe, who has led the nation since independence 28 years ago. The paper printed a 2,200-word document — which British and opposition officials have dismissed as fake — laying out a plan to “bring about change at any cost.”

“This amounts to treason,” said Patrick Chinamasa, Zimbabwe’s justice minister, local news media reported.

Zimbabwean opposition officials said the government was trying to manufacture a case to round up opposition leaders.

“The intention is to justify atrocities,” said Nelson Chamisa, a spokesman for the main opposition party, Movement for Democratic Change.

Mr. Chamisa said that the atrocities had already begun and that hundreds of opposition supporters had been detained and severely beaten. He said opposition leaders were worried after seeing the article in the state-run newspaper that the crackdown would only get worse.

“Nobody’s safe,” he said.

Zimbabwe has been wracked by uncertainty since the presidential election last month between Mr. Mugabe, 84, a former guerrilla fighter, and Morgan Tsvangirai, 55, the top opposition leader. Independent election monitors have said that Mr. Tsvangirai won more votes, but Zimbabwe’s election commission has refused to release final results, and now it appears the two men are headed toward a runoff. Many Zimbabweans fear the situation could become bloodier. A court case on the government’s demand for a partial recount was postponed a day on Thursday.

Mr. Tsvangirai’s party has complained bitterly that South Africa, the most powerful country in the region, is not putting enough pressure on Mr. Mugabe to step down. Last week, South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, urged the world to be patient and denied that Zimbabwe was in the throes of a political crisis. 

Zimbabwe’s economy is in a free fall, with an official inflation rate of more than 160,000 percent, and millions of impoverished citizens have fled to South Africa.

On Thursday, South Africa seemed to change its tack, calling for election results to be released as soon as possible.

“The situation could escalate and soon get out of hand,” said Themba Maseko, a South African government spokesman.

These were the strongest words from South Africa, but they did not satisfy Zimbabwe’s opposition leaders. On Thursday, Mr. Tsvangirai said at a news conference that Mr. Mbeki should step down as the mediator between Mr. Mugabe and the opposition. Mr. Mbeki had been appointed to that role by a regional bloc of 14 nations.

Mr. Chamisa, the opposition spokesman, said Mr. Mbeki’s approach of soft diplomacy and nonconfrontation was pointless with a government that was intent on using intimidation and brutality to stay in power.

“If you could just see the people here, they’re all walking around shaking their head at what Mbeki is doing,” Mr. Chamisa said by phone from Zimbabwe.

South Africa’s government bristled at the criticism.

“Our president has been the only leader who has rolled up his sleeves and talked to both parties,” Mr. Maseko said.

He said that it was thanks to South Africa’s steady, pre-election mediation that Zimbabwe’s vote was as transparent as it was, with the results from each polling station tacked to the door.

“This will go down in history as one of the most peaceful elections in Zimbabwe’s history,” he said.

But international criticism of the vote has been widespread. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice said Thursday that Zimbabwe’s neighbors had to do more to solve the crisis, and called the past few years of Mr. Mugabe’s presidency an “abomination.”

The election has been particularly difficult for foreign journalists to cover. Most who applied for official permission to enter Zimbabwe as journalists have been turned down. Several journalists have been arrested, including Barry Bearak, one of the correspondents for The New York Times based in South Africa. Charges against Mr. Bearak were dismissed Wednesday and he left Zimbabwe. 

On Thursday, Jonathan Clayton, an Africa correspondent for The Times of London, left the country after being jailed, tortured and interrogated by the Zimbabwean security services, the newspaper said. He was arrested April 9 after flying into the country, but was spirited away by the authorities.

“The chief interrogator kicked the soles of my feet and then hit me across the face,” The Times of London quoted Mr. Clayton as saying. “He warned me that he’d count to five and do it again.” Mr. Clayton was acquitted of falsifying his immigration form but convicted of making a false declaration and fined. 

Graham Bowley reported from New York, and a Zimbabwean journalist contributed from Harare, Zimbabwe.
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