May 18, 2008

Mugabe Opponent Cancels Return to Zimbabwe 

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — Zimbabwe’s opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai, suddenly canceled on Saturday his planned return home, where he would have begun campaigning in the June 27 presidential runoff election, after his party received what his spokesman called credible, specific intelligence about a plot to kill him.

For the first time, his spokesman, George Sibotshiwe, also confirmed that intelligence about an earlier assassination plot had prompted Mr. Tsvangirai, a former trade union leader, to flee Zimbabwe for Botswana in the wee hours of the morning on April 8. 

“I escaped with him,” Mr. Sibotshiwe said.

Mr. Tsvangirai’s decision will undoubtedly cause deep disappointment among his workers in Zimbabwe, hundreds of whom have faced a systematic campaign of violence since the March 29 election that pitted Mr. Tsvangirai against President Robert Mugabe, according to the doctors who have treated the workers’ wounds.

Election officials announced that Mr. Tsvangirai won 47.9 percent of the vote to Mr. Mugabe’s 42.3 percent. Mr. Tsvangirai contended that he had won outright and that the ruling party had stolen the election during the delay of more than a month in announcing the results.

Mr. Tsvangirai, who is now in Johannesburg, has already faced three assassination attempts in 20 years, first as the leader of the union movement and then the political opposition in Zimbabwe. Last March, police officers viciously beat Mr. Tsvangirai at a police station in Harare, the Zimbabwean capital. His battered face became an emblem of the governing party’s ruthlessness.

The opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change, had invested a lot of money in preparing the welcome for Mr. Tsvangirai’s return after more than a month’s absence. 

He was expected to address supporters in the capital, laying out a legislative agenda to restore a country that is in a state of economic collapse, with more than 80 percent unemployment and an inflation rate of 165,000 percent. For the first time since Zimbabwe gained its independence from white rule in 1980, the ruling party led by Mr. Mugabe lost control of Parliament.

Mr. Sibotshiwe declined to say who was implicated by the intelligence, though he said the party’s security officials “are close to locking down on specific names” of those involved.

“President Tsvangirai insisted he wanted to proceed to Zimbabwe despite the threats,” he said. “We couldn’t allow him to do that.”

The opposition party is now talking to other heads of state in the region about how best to assure Mr. Tsvangirai’s safety.

“Definitely they are open to help,” Mr. Sibotshiwe said. 
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