February 22, 2008

Deal to Share Power in Kenya Appears in Reach 

By JEFFREY GETTLEMAN
NAIROBI, Kenya — Kenya’s rival political parties have nearly completed a deal to end the crisis that has kept this country on edge for almost two months, with the government agreeing to create a prime minister position, one of the opposition’s chief demands, a high-ranking government official said Thursday.

Not all the details have been worked out, the official said, but lawyers were drafting language on Thursday evening that would outline the job of the prime minister and how the position would be incorporated into Kenya’s political framework.

An opposition official confirmed that a deal was close, but was a bit more cautious, saying that the amount of power given to the prime minister had not been pinned down.

“It’s a major achievement,” said the opposition official, speaking on the condition of anonymity because both sides had been asked by international mediators not to speak to the news media. “The next challenge will be to put meat on the bone.” 

Many Kenyans were glued to their televisions and radios on Thursday for the latest developments, and they seemed to be keeping their fingers crossed. The consensus here is that a political compromise between the government and the opposition is the only way to end the fighting between each side’s supporters. 

The trouble started in December after the national election commission declared Mwai Kibaki, the incumbent, the winner of a presidential election over Raila Odinga, the top opposition leader, despite widespread evidence of vote rigging. The unrest has killed more than 1,000 people and damaged Kenya’s reputation for stability in a turbulent region.

Mr. Odinga claims he won the election and has demanded that his party be given a meaningful role in the government. He has said the minimum he would accept was a role as prime minister.

Over the past few days, the two sides have argued intensely over exactly what that position would look like. On Thursday, they agreed that the prime minister would “coordinate and supervise government functions,” the government official said.

“It’s quite a substantial and reasonable role,” the official said. “I didn’t see anyone unhappy.”

The president would remain head of state and head of government, with the prime minister reporting to him, according to the current proposal. It was not clear on Thursday evening if the president would be empowered to fire the prime minister, something that the opposition has adamantly opposed, or if Parliament would have that authority.

Opposition leaders are also pushing for guarantees that Parliament has real muscle, arguing that there is not an adequate separation of powers between the president and Parliament. 

Still, Kofi Annan, the former United Nations secretary general, who has been in Kenya for a month trying to broker a political truce, seemed optimistic that all this could be sorted out. In a short statement on Thursday, he said he could finally see “the light at the end of the tunnel.”

Other officials close to the talks said that many of the thorniest issues had been resolved and that the government had agreed to give the opposition at least a dozen cabinet posts. But a deal had seemed close several other times recently, only to evaporate. 

Both sides described the prime minister proposal as a temporary solution, and they have vowed to change laws to address long-festering problems. The disputed election stirred up decades of grievances about land, power and economic opportunity, and set off battles between ethnic groups supporting the president and those backing the opposition. Many Kenyans vote along ethnic lines.

Lawmakers have also promised to work together to rewrite the Kenyan Constitution, which vests enormous powers in the presidency and is seen as one of the root causes of this crisis.

But the biggest hurdle was a power-sharing agreement. Mr. Odinga and his team said the only fair solution was to make him the prime minister, but Mr. Kibaki seemed intent on shutting him out, saying this week that any deal had to be consistent with the Constitution, which does not specifically authorize a prime minister position.

But Mr. Kibaki has come under international pressure to compromise. On Monday, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice visited Kenya and said that “real power sharing” was needed, a clear signal to Mr. Kibaki that Washington wanted him to give the opposition a significant role. 

The high-ranking government official cautioned that serious issues had to be overcome before completion of the deal, which some people close to the talks said could be as early as Friday.

Tough issues include how the prime minister job would be created — whether by Parliament, as the government wants, or by a constitutional amendment, as opposition leaders had sought, though on Thursday they seemed to back down. Also unsettled is who would have more power, the prime minister or the vice president, currently a former opposition member who switched sides. 

Other questions include how long the position would last and whether there would be another election before Mr. Kibaki’s term expires in five years.

“No deal is done until it is done,” the government official said.

Kennedy Abwao contributed reporting. 
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