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President Bush today signed an executive order that expands sanctions against people and groups associated with the regime of Zimbabwe's president, Robert Mugabe, who has attracted international condemnation for orchestrating waves of electoral violence to remain in power.

"This action is a direct result of the Mugabe regime's continued politically-motivated violence, disregarding calls from the Southern African Development Community, the African Union, and the United Nations to halt the attacks," Bush said in a statement.

"No regime should ignore the will of its own people and calls from the international community without consequences," he added.

The move follows an earlier promise to enact tougher economic penalties against Mugabe and his supporters, and comes after similar sanctions were announced earlier this week by the European Union.

Earlier this week, Mugabe and opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai agreed to begin talks aimed at solving the nation's deepening political and economic crisis, including a rate of inflation that now ranks as the worst in the world. The pact was seen as a major victory for Tsvangirai, who pulled out of a runoff election in June amid state-sponsored killings of his supporters.

Bush said in his announcement today that if the talks "result in a new government that reflects the will of the Zimbabwean people, the United States stands ready to provide a substantial assistance package, development aid and normalization with international financial institutions."

Bush also said he was authorizing up to $2.5 million in aid for refugees displaced by the ongoing violence in Zimbabwe.

The United States has had only limited success in convincing other nations in the region to endorse increased international sanctions against the Mugabe regime. Instead, the African Union and the Southern African Development Community have focused on the talks between Mugabe and the opposition announced earlier this week, which will be held in Pretoria, South Africa.

Earlier this month, Russia and China vetoed a U.S.-sponsored Security Council resolution that would have imposed an arms embargo on Zimbabwe.

Under Bush's executive order, any U.S. assets belonging to a list of companies and individuals associated with Mugabe were frozen and any financial transactions with those companies and people are banned. Examples of those targeted include Minerals Marketing Corporation of Zimbabwe, a state-owned export company, and Thamer Bin Saeed Ahmed Al-Shanfari, an Omani national with close ties to Mugabe and his top officials, according to the Treasury Department.

Tsvangirai came out ahead of Mugabe in a presidential election held in March, but not by enough to avoid a runoff scheduled for June. The contest prompted Mugabe to unleash a wave of militia attacks against supporters of Tsvangirai, who alleged that more than 120 opposition members were killed.

Mugabe, 84, has been Zimbabwe's president since he helped topple the white-supremacist regime of Rhodesia in the 1970s. He has come under increasing international criticism for using violence to maintain a grip on office for 28 years and for pursuing land-seizure policies that have turned Zimbabwe, once a food exporter, into a nation that now must bring in food from abroad.
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