June 14, 2008

Top Opposition Official Still Missing in Zimbabwe 

By BARRY BEARAK
JOHANNESBURG — A high court judge in Zimbabwe on Friday ordered the police to produce Tendai Biti, the opposition party’s secretary general and chief strategist, who was arrested Thursday the moment he re-entered the country and whose whereabouts has since remained a mystery.

“We have sent teams of lawyers to every police station in Harare but have failed to find where they have him,” said Nelson Chamisa, a spokesman for the Movement for Democratic Change. “We are concerned now for his security, his safekeeping, his life; he has fallen into the jaws of danger.”

The police have said Mr. Biti will be charged with treason, a capital offense. But the opposition leader has not been seen by associates since he was swiftly handcuffed at Harare’s airport and hustled away.

Now, Mr. Chamisa said, a judge has told the police to bring Mr. Biti to court on Saturday, “though knowing this regime, they could easily just ignore the order and nothing else can be done.”

On June 27, Zimbabwe is scheduled to hold a runoff election between President Robert Mugabe and Morgan Tsvangirai, who officially won the most votes in earlier balloting on March 29 but narrowly failed to get a majority.

The opposition is being thwarted in most of its efforts to campaign. Mr. Tsvangirai has been denied permits to hold rallies and has been detained several times. On Friday, his brightly decorated campaign buses were impounded by the police in the city of Gweru. He continued in other vehicles, though according to his spokesmen, he was followed everywhere by police officers in riot gear who dispersed the crowds.

Mr. Biti, the No. 2 in the party and one of its most familiar faces, returned to Zimbabwe after a self-imposed absence of two months. In doing that, he bucked a trend. Dozens of members of the opposition have fled the country in recent weeks after several of their colleagues were abducted and murdered.

Andrew Makoni, a lawyer who has represented the opposition since 2002, is among those escaping into exile. “When you are told by a credible source that armed men have instructions to eliminate you and they are about to strike, what do you do? Go on like normal or lie low? I chose to lie low.”

The killings have been ordered by Mr. Mugabe and forces loyal to him, according to human rights groups. On Friday, in an open letter, 40 of the continent’s leading dignitaries called for an end to the “violence and intimidation” in Zimbabwe. Among those signing the plea were 14 former African presidents; the former United Nations secretary generals, Kofi Annan and Boutros Boutros-Ghali; and the iconic musicians, Youssou N’Dour and Angélique Kidjo.

The letter also asked for “the restoration of full access for humanitarian and aid agencies.” Last week, the government ordered all aid groups in the deeply impoverished nation to suspend their operations, accusing some of the organizations of siding with the opposition. 

More than 80 percent of Zimbabweans are unemployed; millions depend on handouts to forestall hunger. Despite the growing chorus of criticism, President Mugabe, the 84-year-old hero of the nation’s liberation struggle, seems steeled to continue his current election strategy. He accuses the Movement for Democratic Change of being lackeys for the nation’s former colonial overlords, the British.

The state-run Herald newspaper quoted him as telling supporters at a rally on Thursday that he would not allow the opposition to take power: “It will never happen that this land that we fought for should be taken by the M.D.C. so that they can give it back to our former oppressors, the whites.”
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