April 7, 2008

Court to Rule on Release of Vote Count in Zimbabwe 

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — As Zimbabwe waited for the ninth day to find out who had won a pivotal presidential election, a court in Harare on Monday was due to rule on the political opposition’s demand for an immediate release of the final tally, while the governing party has insisted on a recount that would lead to further delay.

In the state-run Herald newspaper on Monday, President Robert G. Mugabe urged Zimbabweans to defend their land from former white “colonizers,” adding to fears that he may be preparing to stir unrest and mount a campaign of violent intimidation of the kind he has used to win past elections. 

The newspaper said there were “widespread reports of white former farmers flocking back into the country” to take over the land in the event of an opposition victory.

Supporters of the ruling party invaded eight of the few remaining white-owned commercial farms on Sunday, driving at least four cattle ranchers off their land and seizing equipment and livestock, the farmers reported, The Associated Press said.

The opposition candidate Morgan Tsvangirai claims to have won the election outright, while independent monitors estimated he would come up just short of a majority based on the results posted at polling stations.

At stake is the fate of Mr. Mugabe, one of Africa’s strongmen who has ruled Zimbabwe since its independence in 1980. He has led his country into a calamitous economic collapse in recent years. Four of five Zimbabweans are unemployed. Inflation has reached more than 100,000 percent.

Opposition leaders ridiculed the delaying tactics of the governing party, ZANU-PF, as the desperate attempt of a loser clinging to power fraudulently. They asked how Mr. Mugabe’s party could ask for the recount of a vote that had never been made public, and said the party must have inside information.

“You can’t ask for the remarking of an exam whose result is not known by the student,” Nelson Chamisa, spokesman for the opposition Movement for Democratic Change, said in a telephone interview. “It shows their mischief and shenanigans in trying to manipulate the poll.”

The state-run Sunday Mail newspaper reported that Mr. Mugabe’s party had asked the electoral commission to recount and audit the presidential vote “following revelations of errors and miscalculations in the compilation of the poll result.”

The BBC reported that Zimbabwe’s deputy information minister, Bright Matonga, had said there were discrepancies between the voting results posted outside polling stations and the tallies sent to the commission.

The governing party announced Friday that it backed Mr. Mugabe in a runoff election if neither he nor Mr. Tsvangirai won a majority. Earlier in the week, it had seemed that Mr. Mugabe, 84, might step aside, bowing to what Western diplomats and civic groups believed would be his inevitable defeat in a fair runoff.

His party’s decision to compete in a runoff and its efforts to delay publication of the election outcome have fueled fears that it is playing for time to mount a campaign of violent intimidation.

Mr. Tsvangirai predicted on Saturday that a runoff would be a traumatizing event for the country and charged that the governing party was “preparing a war on the people.” His party has called for intervention by the United Nations and other countries to assure a fair outcome and on Monday Mr. Tsvangirai was reported to be in South Africa seeking support. 

“African leaders surely must now say no to Mugabe the same way the Zimbabwean people have said no to him,” Mr. Tsvangirai said.

But so far, there has been little public pressure on Mr. Mugabe from leaders of other southern African countries. South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, has said the world should wait as the electoral process plays out.

A senior Western diplomat who has spoken with leaders in many of the region’s countries said in an interview on Sunday that many of them were worried that a runoff in Zimbabwe could lead to violence and damage tourism and their economies.

“Everyone has an interest in trying to head off this grisly showdown,” he said, speaking on the condition of anonymity under normal diplomatic rules.

But their phone calls to Mr. Mugabe have mostly gone unanswered, the diplomat said. And they are reluctant to speak out publicly against the hero of Zimbabwe’s liberation from white rule for fear of being seen as puppets of the United States or Britain, who have made their disapproval of Mr. Mugabe plain.

Graham Bowley contributed reporting from New York.
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