June 2, 2008

2 Opposition Leaders Arrested in Zimbabwe 

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — In the latest move against the Zimbabwean opposition in advance of runoff elections on June 27, the police arrested two prominent politicians on Sunday in their homes, opposition officials said.

On Friday, the opposition party’s presidential candidate, Morgan Tsvangirai, canceled two election rallies in Matabeleland Province after the police there told him such gatherings would be allowed only after the runoff, the party’s spokesman, Nelson Chamisa, said. Also Friday, Mr. Chamisa said, two truckloads of men visited his own village and assaulted his grandmother, mother and brother.

As signs of the governing party’s determination to cling to power accumulate, a regional bloc announced that it would begin sending election observers before the vote.

Tomas A. Salamao, executive secretary of the bloc of 14 southern African nations, the Southern African Development Community, said in an interview on Sunday that the group would start sending the observers next week.

The runoff pits Mr. Tsvangirai, 56, of the Movement for Democratic Change, against President Robert Mugabe, 84, who with his party, ZANU-PF, has been in power since 1980. 

Mr. Mugabe’s wife, Grace, was quoted in the state-owned newspaper on Friday as saying Mr. Tsvangirai would never set foot in the president’s office. Mr. Tsvangirai officially won more votes than Mr. Mugabe in a March 29 election, though not by enough to avoid a runoff.

“Our father will only leave when a ZANU-PF man who knows how to keep our heritage takes over,” she said, referring to her husband.

For the runoff, the Southern African Development Community will send in more than the 164 observers it posted in Zimbabwe to monitor the disputed March 29 election, Mr. Salamao said. Although he did not give a precise figure, he said that among other countries, South Africa would be doubling its contingent, to 100, while Botswana would send 50 observers, five times the number it sent in March.

The regional group, which picked South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, to mediate between Zimbabwe’s governing and opposition parties, has come under increasing pressure to act more decisively to halt the overwhelmingly state-sponsored political violence.

On Sunday, Mr. Salamao declined to point a finger of blame. “Our concern is to put our hands together to end the violence,” he said.

Mr. Tsvangirai, who returned to Zimbabwe a week ago after fleeing in April in fear for his life, has pleaded with the regional group to send observers by this Sunday. Mr. Chamisa said Sunday that “they were needed yesterday.”

Last week, Louise Arbour, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, said in a statement that she was shocked by the murders of political activists and the arrests, harassment and intimidation of civic leaders as well as political workers, which she said “are continuing on a daily basis.”

One of the opposition leaders arrested Sunday, Arthur Mutambara, was picked up by the police at his home in the capital, Harare, on charges of writing an article that the police said was false and prejudicial to the state, said his lawyer, Harrison Nkomo. In the April 20 article, published in the independent Zimbabwean newspaper, The Standard, Mr. Mutambara accused the governing party of seeking to intimidate its opponents.

The editor of The Standard, Davison Maruziva, has also been charged for publishing Mr. Mutambara’s article and is to be tried next Monday. Mr. Mutambara, who leads a breakaway faction of the opposition party, has endorsed Mr. Tsvangirai in the runoff. 

Eric Matinenga, a lawyer and newly elected member of Parliament from the opposition party, was also arrested Sunday in his rural home in Manicaland Province, bringing to 12 the number of opposition members of Parliament arrested since the March 29 election, Mr. Chamisa, the spokesman for the opposition, said.

Mr. Chamisa said he had just returned on Sunday from his village, Chiwara, in Masvingo Province, where two truckloads of men went looking for his homestead on Friday. 

The men found his 78-year-old grandmother, 50-year-old mother and 13-year-old brother and ordered them to lie on their stomachs, then beat them with logs and gun butts. Their backs were lacerated and their faces swollen, he said.

“There are others who are dying,” Mr. Chamisa said. “The fact that they’re alive is good enough.”

Mugabe in Rome for Meeting

ROME (Reuters) — President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe arrived in Rome on Sunday for a global meeting on food issues, his first official trip abroad since he finished second in a presidential election that was condemned by Western and opposition leaders as fraudulent.

The unexpected presence of Mr. Mugabe could offer a rare opportunity for direct contacts with Western leaders. But Zimbabwean state television made no mention of bilateral talks.

About 60 heads of state and government are expected to discuss global problems of poverty and malnutrition caused by steep rises in food prices.
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