February 16, 2008

Major Power-Sharing Issues Stymie Kenya Peace Talks 

By JEFFREY GETTLEMAN
NAIROBI, Kenya — Despite soothing words from Kofi Annan, the former United Nations secretary general who is trying to mediate a solution to Kenya’s political crisis, one thing seemed clear on Friday: Kenya is stuck.

The country’s rival political parties, which have been bitterly at odds since a disputed election in December, have agreed on a few minor issues, but the big problems that were supposed to be solved by now seem as nettlesome — and as far from being solved — as ever.

There is no deal for a coalition government, no concrete plan of how to share power or divide up cabinet positions and no end in sight to the political deadlock that has kept this country on edge, despite more than two weeks of negotiations and mounting international pressure.

Mr. Annan has consistently tried to put a good face on the talks, and Friday was no exception.

“Let me assure you that there is real momentum,” he said at a news conference. “We are at the water’s edge, and the last difficult and frightening step, as difficult as it is, will be taken.” 

Mr. Annan emphasized that the two sides had committed to an independent review of the election results and the ensuing turbulence, which has killed more than 1,000 people and driven hundreds of thousands from their homes. 

The trouble started in late December when the incumbent president, Mwai Kibaki, was declared the winner over Raila Odinga, the top opposition leader, despite widespread evidence of vote rigging. Supporters of the two politicians have battled across the country, and the fighting has mostly been along ethnic lines. The election controversy has also stirred up deep-seated grievances over land and economic inequality that have dogged Kenya since independence in 1963.

Mr. Annan said that it was critical for Kenyans from both sides in Parliament to work together to address these issues. He said the government and the opposition had agreed to an ambitious agenda that read like a laundry list of just about everything the country needed to address: electoral reform, constitutional reform, public service reform, police reform, judicial reform.

But the reality is that the negotiations, which are being closely watched here and across Africa, are quickly slipping behind schedule. Last week Mr. Annan reassured Kenyans that a political compromise would be completed by the early part of this week. On Tuesday he implied that a deal would come by Friday. Mediators even retreated to a secret location — a game lodge in southern Kenya — to hold their discussions. Now Mr. Annan is saying that nothing will be decided until next week at the soonest.

Two officials close to the talks said that the Kenyan government and opposition leaders had agreed in principle to form a coalition government, but that they remained deeply divided over the specifics, especially how much power the opposition would have. The officials said that Mr. Kibaki’s team was not budging and had rejected the opposition’s offer to split power between the president, who would remain head of state and the military’s commander in chief, and a new prime minister position to be filled by Mr. Odinga.

Some government officials admit that they have no intention of working with the country’s leading opposition party, which by some accounts from election observers won more votes in both the parliamentary and presidential races. 

This may be a case of possession being nine-tenths of the law. The government is in power, whether it won fairly or not. Mr. Kibaki has already appointed half the cabinet, including the most important ministries, like Justice, Finance and Defense. Kenya is getting back to normal after weeks of disruptions, and the appetite for street demonstrations and fighting with the police seems to be subsiding.
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