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Talks May End Mugabe’s Rule in Zimbabwe 

By THE NEW YORK TIMES

HARARE, Zimbabwe — President Robert Mugabe’s decades-old control of Zimbabwe seemed to erode further on Tuesday, as diplomats, analysts and opposition members contended that talks were under way for the 84-year-old leader to step down after trailing in Saturday’s election.

Morgan Tsvangirai, the opposition candidate who appears to be ahead in the voting, denied in an evening address that his party had been in discussions over Mr. Mugabe’s resignation, saying he would “not enter into any deal” before the vote results were officially announced.

But his denial was at odds with a flurry of accounts that the two sides were having discussions about a possible transfer of power.

The nation’s election commission has yet to release any results in the presidential race, only a steady trickle of outcomes in contests for Parliament. But a projection by an independent civic group, based on data from polling stations, gives Mr. Tsvangirai a lead of about 49.4 percent to 41.8 percent, raising the prospect of either outright defeat for Mr. Mugabe or a runoff should neither one win a majority.

Indeed, The Herald, Zimbabwe’s state-run newspaper, reported Wednesday morning that “the pattern of results in the presidential election show that none of the candidates will garner more than 50 percent of the vote, forcing a re-run.”

Mr. Mugabe, who has governed Zimbabwe with an iron grip for the past 28 years, has allowed the uncertainty about the election to continue for more than three days, defying widespread expectations that he would declare himself the winner rather than relinquish power. 

The fact that he and the country’s security forces have so far remained on the sidelines hinted at the possibility this impoverished nation of about 12 million, with its collapsed economy and nearly worthless currency, could be on the verge of historic change.

Mr. Mugabe was advised by the leaders of the armed forces to engineer a second-round runoff, according to a Western diplomat who spoke on condition of anonymity. But Mr. Mugabe, one of Africa’s longest-serving leaders, responded that it would be a humiliation, the diplomat said.

A resignation by Mr. Mugabe would be a stunning turnabout in a country where he has been accused of consistently manipulating election results to maintain his lock on power.

Even Mr. Tsvangirai’s address to the nation, in which he confidently predicted victory, stood in a stark contrast with the state of the opposition just a year ago, when Mr. Tsvangirai and 49 other antigovernment protesters were sent to a Harare hospital after being arrested and beaten by the police for holding a protest meeting. 

“The chiefs of staff are talking to Morgan and are trying to put into place transitional structures,” said John Makumbe, a political analyst and an adviser to a coalition of civic groups. Mr. Mugabe “is dependent on the state’s coercive apparatus, and if these chiefs tell him this is the way things are, he doesn’t have a leg to stand on.”

“The chiefs of staff are not split; they are loyally at Mugabe’s side,” Mr. Makumbe said. “But they are not negotiating for Mr. Mugabe. They are negotiating for themselves. They are negotiating about reprisals and recriminations and blah blah blah. They are doing it for their own security.”

A businessman with strong associations with the ruling party, the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front, said the military chiefs discussed several options with the humbled president, including the out-and-out rigging of the election, moving along to a rigged runoff and even possibly “eliminating” Mr. Tsvangirai.

Harare, the capital, was abuzz on Tuesday with such so-called insider accounts, each one undoubtedly taking new plot twists as they went from secondhand to thirdhand and further on.

A variety of people were included as intermediaries between the two sides or as compromise candidates for vice president. 

South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, was frequently mentioned as a broker between the sides, and some versions had Mr. Mbeki in the city.

The sheer variety of the accounts cast some doubt on them all. While most renditions had President Mugabe relinquishing power, others said he was stubbornly hanging on and about to appear on TV to declare victory.

Tendai Biti, the secretary general of the Movement for Democratic Change, Mr. Tsvangirai’s party, called the stories about secret talks “all rubbish.” He added, “Assuming there were talks, I wouldn’t tell you. But there were no talks.”

Neither President Mugabe nor Mr. Tsvangirai had made a public appearance since election day until Mr. Tsvangirai’s Tuesday evening press conference. He said he did not mind the tedious wait for results: “Robert Mugabe has said he’s an honest man. I hope that when the results are announced it’s a true reflection of the vote and that there’s no reason to investigate fraudulent activities.”

In 2002, Mr. Tsvangirai said he was robbed of the presidency when a last-minute deluge of votes fell Mr. Mugabe’s way.

This time, the two sides agreed that the results at each polling station would be posted once the votes were counted. Observers for the Movement for Democratic Change photographed each tallying of the votes, and the party’s early calculations of the vote gave it a lead of 60 percent to 30 percent. 

“Morgan came and told us that Mugabe will concede,” said Lovemore Madhuku, who heads the National Constitutional Assembly, a collection of civic groups. Mr. Tsvangirai briefed its leaders before his press conference. “He believes he has won. But what if Mugabe also believes he has won?”

Officially, most results for the 210 Parliament seats have been announced: Mr. Mugabe’s party has so far won 79 seats, compared with 77 for Mr. Tsvangirai’s, and 5 for other candidates.

Many Zimbabweans have known no other leader except Robert Mugabe. He was a hero of the nation’s independence struggle against white minority rule, and he was hailed during his early years in power for policies of racial conciliation and the health and education advances he had brought to those denied them under colonial rule.

But Mr. Mugabe has also been a ruthless autocrat who has unleashed campaigns of murder and terror against his opponents, analysts and critics contend. 

In 2000, he ordered the takeover of white-owned farms, a decision that cast Zimbabwe into an economic free fall that seems to have no end. Inflation now runs at 100,000 percent. 

About a quarter of the population has fled. Most of those remaining behind are unemployed. Zimbabwe is a paradigm of destitution.

“People are dying for change,” said Mark Tichagarika, a driver in Harare. “Everyone is talking about the election, at work, in the bus queues, in the shops. When will we finally get a change?”

He considered his own question. “Only the old man knows.”

Graham Bowley contributed reporting from New York.
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