January 24, 2008

Tear Gas and Tension Limit an Opposition Protest in Zimbabwe 

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

HARARE, Zimbabwe (AP) — The police fired tear gas on Wednesday and charged toward several hundred people making their way to a protest, challenging hopes for free and fair campaigning in Zimbabwe’s elections, which are scheduled for March.

The police, who had detained the leader of the opposition, Morgan Tsvangirai, released him after a short time, opposition members said. 

The police chief, Superintendent Wayne Bvudzijena, told SABC television news in South Africa that the police had just wanted to talk to Mr. Tsvangirai and two other opposition leaders “so we could establish what they intended to do today.”

Mr. Tsvangirai eventually addressed a few hundred people who managed to reach the protest site, a vacant lot next to a stadium. The demonstration was the first test of new security laws meant to ease restrictions on protests before the elections.

“You have failed the test for a free and fair election,” Mr. Tsvangirai said. “If this is the regime’s reaction, then elections are just a farce.”

He said his party, the Movement for Democratic Change, would intensify protests. 

The opposition said Mr. Tsvangirai’s arrest and a ban on a march planned before the demonstration were a deliberate snub to South African efforts to find a solution to Zimbabwe’s political and economic crisis.

The South African president, Thabo Mbeki, mediated talks between the sides after the opposition said that Zimbabwean security and media laws were hindering election campaigning. The negotiated changes to the laws were enacted Jan. 11.

“We have been hoodwinked — we put them to the test, and they have failed,” said Tendai Biti, an opposition negotiator.

The opposition had planned a march through downtown Harare, the capital, ending with the protest. But the police banned the march, citing security fears.

A court sided with the police on Wednesday, but ruled that the demonstration could go ahead on the outskirts of downtown.

Mr. Biti said the police had failed to guarantee free passage to opposition supporters headed to the demonstration on foot, contending that boisterous supporters chanting and waving banners were defying the ban on the march.

Tear gas was fired a few blocks from the opposition’s headquarters, where supporters had gathered to make their way to the protest.

An opposition lawyer, Alec Muchadehama, said that there were some injuries and that “quite a lot” of demonstrators were arrested.

In the aftermath, the streets were littered with opposition posters as people fled the tear gas. Riot police officers with dogs were stationed at the closed gates of the stadium.

State radio had said Tuesday that the police believed that there were ”sinister motives” behind the march and that it would not be peaceful.

Mr. Biti said opposition leaders were considering protests and meetings to press demands for more constitutional and electoral reforms.

The opposition has said the election should be delayed until June to allow for its demands to be met. President Robert Mugabe has insisted that elections take place as scheduled.

Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company 

