Kenya Rivals Reach Peace Agreement 
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Standing behind chairs, President Mwai Kibaki of Kenya, left, and Raila Odinga prepared to sign a deal on Thursday in Nairobi. 

NAIROBI, Kenya — Kenya’s rival leaders broke their tense standoff on Thursday, agreeing to share power in a deal that may end the violence that has engulfed this nation but could be the beginning of a long and difficult political relationship. 

The country seemed to let out a collective cheer as Mwai Kibaki, the president, and Raila Odinga, the top opposition leader, sat down at a desk in front of the president’s office, with a bank of television cameras rolling, and signed an agreement that creates a powerful prime minister position for Mr. Odinga and splits cabinet posts between the government and the opposition. 

The two sides, which have been bitterly at odds for the past two months, will now be fused together in a government of national unity.

But there are still many thorny issues to resolve, starting with how the new government will function with essentially two bosses who have tried unsuccessfully to work together before. The government must also deal with the delicate business of reassigning the choice positions already given to Mr. Kibaki’s allies. 

There is also a deeply divided country to heal. More than 1,000 Kenyans have been killed and hundreds of thousands driven from their homes in an uncharacteristic burst of violence set off by a deeply flawed election in December. Much of the fighting, like the voting, has been along ethnic lines.

The two-page power-sharing agreement, which came after intense international pressure and mediation by Kofi Annan, the former United Nations secretary general, seemed to serve as a contract to pull Kenya back from the brink. Both leaders urged their supporters, who have battled viciously across the country in recent weeks, to respect it. 

“I call on Kenyans to embrace the spirit of togetherness,” Mr. Kibaki said.

Mr. Odinga was beaming next to him. He said that Kenyans should “celebrate and love each other” and “destroy the monster that is called ethnicity.” 

Kenyans were glued to their television sets and radios across the country as the news broke. In downtown Nairobi, the capital, a crowd poured into the streets and danced and shouted until they were run off by police officers shooting tear gas. In offices across town, business executives, who have watched their profits fall and their investments fail over the past two months, finally exhaled.

“Yes, I’m relieved; you don’t know what we’ve been through,” said Ngovi Kitau, the managing director of a large car dealership. He had just come from a meeting at which his company had decided to let go 10 employees a month because business was so bad. 

Still, he injected a note of caution that many Kenyans seemed to feel. “It’s a marriage of convenience, and it’s the best way out because it’s going to get the country moving again,” Mr. Kitau said. “But it’s not a solution.”

The agreement is pretty close to what opposition leaders had been demanding. It appears that the Kenyan government, reluctant at first to cede any substantial power, finally gave in after American officials, among others, insisted on “real power sharing” and threatened to punish anyone who blocked a deal.

One person close to the talks, who was not authorized to speak publicly, said that the Kenyan government felt as if “it had its back against the wall.” Alfred Mutua, a government spokesman, seemed to say as much.

“The outside pressure was relatively important,” Mr. Mutua said. “We are responsive to our neighbors and friends.” 

Kenya used to be considered one of the most prosperous and stable nations in Africa, known as an oasis of peace in a turbulent region. But the country spun into chaos on Dec. 30 after the national election commission declared Mr. Kibaki the winner of a closely contested race against Mr. Odinga, who claims to have won the most votes.

Election observers have been unanimous in saying that the results were tainted by irregularities, with some saying that the government rigged the tallying of votes to give Mr. Kibaki a slender, 11th-hour edge.

The controversy spawned bloodletting across the country, with supporters of Mr. Odinga and Mr. Kibaki attacking one other in brutal battles. Few were spared. Entire villages were razed. Women and children were burned alive. 

Mr. Odinga and Mr. Kibaki are from different ethnic groups, and the election seems to have kicked the lid off a set of simmering political, ethnic and economic issues. Many people have fled ethnically mixed areas in convoys of overloaded trucks, creating a degree of ethnic segregation that this country has never experienced.

The violence has cooled down in the past few weeks, but the tension and displacements have continued. Many Kenyans have said that the country will not return to peace until the dueling politicians agree to some sort of solution.

Mr. Annan took the lead in trying to bring the two sides together. For the past month, he has been meeting nearly every day with negotiators for Mr. Kibaki and Mr. Odinga, searching for a political compromise. More than anyone else, Mr. Annan has been the hope of this country. A baby rhino recently born in one of Kenya’s fabled game parks was even named after him.

But earlier this week, Mr. Annan seemed to have run into a brick wall. Negotiators deadlocked over whether they would share responsibilities or share power, with the government refusing to give Mr. Odinga substantial authority or to amend the Constitution to create the position of prime minister. Mr. Annan then decided to bypass the negotiation teams and go directly to Mr. Odinga and Mr. Kibaki. He met with them behind closed doors for more than four hours on Thursday.

At 4:30 p.m. local time, Mr. Annan, Mr. Kibaki and Mr. Odinga emerged. The two leaders signed the agreement with Mr. Annan standing behind them, his hands clasped, as a crowd of diplomats, cabinet ministers and political supporters clapped. 

Under the deal, the party that holds a majority in Parliament — currently Mr. Odinga’s — will elect a prime minister to “coordinate and supervise” government affairs. The cabinet positions will be divided, based on parliamentary strength. Parliament will pass an act and a constitutional amendment guaranteeing all this.

One concern, though, is that this is not the first time Mr. Kibaki, 76, and Mr. Odinga, 63, have vowed to work together. The two were close political allies in 2002, when Mr. Kibaki was elected president, but they soon had a falling out. The issue back then was the same issue as today: whether to make Mr. Odinga prime minister, which Mr. Kibaki initially promised but then refused to do. 

The two men are now supposed to spearhead the effort for constitutional reform, land reform, electoral reform and a complete overhaul of Kenya’s political system.

Their supporters seemed more or less placated on Thursday.

Rono Kibet, an opposition supporter who less than two months ago was burning down the houses of members of Mr. Kibaki’s ethnic group, said: “We will now stop the fighting. The agreement is very good.”

Nicholas Kamau, a Kibaki supporter, said some of his friends were grumbling that Mr. Kibaki sold them out.

“But most people have been waiting for this agreement,” he said. “We did not want another war.”

Mr. Annan said the deal was Kenya’s only way out of the crisis.

“Today we have reached an important staging post, but the journey is far from over,” Mr. Annan said. “Let the spirit of healing begin today. Let it begin now.”

Kennedy Abwao contributed reporting.
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