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Rift Over Zimbabwe Unity Plan 

By CELIA W. DUGGER and ALAN COWELL
JOHANNESBURG — As Zimbabwe’s political impasse drags into its fourth week, talk of a power-sharing deal between the governing party and the opposition came to the fore Wednesday, though both sides indicated they were unprepared for the compromises that would be required.

An editorial in the state-run newspaper, often used as a mouthpiece for Zimbabwe’s longtime strongman, President Robert Mugabe, floated a proposal for a transitional unity government that would be led by Mr. Mugabe until new elections could be organized.

Lending support to the idea, Jacob G. Zuma, the leader of South Africa’s governing party, the African National Congress, and potentially a future president of South Africa, the region’s most powerful country, also called discussions over a national unity government “the natural thing” to do given Zimbabwe’s deepening crisis. 

Zimbabwe, led for 28 years by Mr. Mugabe and his ZANU-PF party, has been mired in political uncertainty since its disputed elections last month.

The government has refused to announce who won the presidential race, though independent monitors say Mr. Mugabe trailed the opposition candidate Morgan Tsvangirai and may have lost outright. Still, the governing party has repeatedly argued that neither Mr. Mugabe nor Mr. Tsvangirai won a majority, and insists that it is preparing for a runoff.

Then on Wednesday, The Herald, the state-run newspaper, described the country’s political dynamics as “so distorted that holding a free and fair election runoff in the immediate term is literally impossible,” calling instead for a power-sharing government.

Swiftly rebuffing the idea, Deputy Information Minister Bright Matonga told the BBC that the government had not sanctioned the editorial, and that ZANU-PF was still preparing for a runoff. 

Despite its grip on the nation, ZANU-PF has endured internal recriminations over its poor showing in the elections, particularly its losses in the lower house of Parliament. The mixed signals from The Herald and the government about an interim power-sharing arrangement raised the possibility of continued divisions in the ruling hierarchy. 

As if to highlight those rifts, The Herald abruptly reversed course the next day, declaring on its Web site early on Thursday that a national unity government was “not feasible.” 

“Why are some people willing to pervert the country’s democratic electoral processes by calling for a ‘government of national unity’ that has no constitutional basis?” the state-run newspaper said, accusing supporters of the idea of trying to “sidestep the electoral legal reality of a potential runoff.”

Zimbabwe’s main opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change, which says it won an outright victory in the March 29 elections, immediately rejected the proposal and any resolution of the crisis that would leave Mr. Mugabe in power.

“We are prepared to engage progressive forces in ZANU-PF, but the future of Zimbabwe must exclude Mugabe,” said Nqobizitha Mlilo, a spokesman for the Movement for Democratic Change. 

But with persistent reports from human rights groups of a violent, state-sponsored crackdown on the opposition, the pressure from regional and Western leaders for a resolution to the political stalemate has grown.

Prime Minister Gordon Brown of Britain said in Parliament on Wednesday that he would “promote proposals for an embargo on all arms to Zimbabwe,” without giving further details.

Amid the upheaval in Zimbabwe, its government has been awaiting a shipment of Chinese-made bullets, mortars and other weaponry, but the prospect of the delivery when opposition supporters are being beaten and harassed has raised an international uproar. On Tuesday, China said it might turn the shipment around.

Asked about a national unity government in Zimbabwe, Mr. Zuma said, “I don’t think it is premature because you are dealing with a situation where we are almost three weeks after the election and there has been no announcement of the results.” 

Regional diplomacy had not resolved the crisis, he said, “so we have to say ‘what do we do?’  ”

“The natural thing is that there should be discussions,” he said. The call for a unity government “is not premature, it is actually appropriate at this time,” he said.

Mr. Zuma said the presidential election appeared to have produced a very narrow margin between Mr. Mugabe and Mr. Tsvangirai, meaning that each man commanded significant support among Zimbabweans.

But he was keen to avoid the impression that he was initiating the call for a unity government, which was a model used to resolve Kenya’s bloodstained postelection crisis this year. 

“I’m not necessarily making a call,” he said. “This is what should be looked at as one option.”

At the behest of the ruling party, Zimbabwean authorities have undertaken a recount in 23 parliamentary constituencies — enough to swing back control of Parliament to ZANU-PF. 

The Movement for Democratic Change has denounced the recount as an effort by ZANU-PF to steal an election it lost and reclaim its majority in Parliament.

Over the past decade, as Mr. Mugabe’s rule has become more authoritarian and the country’s economy has crumbled into ruins, he has counted on the open support or tacit acquiescence of other African leaders, but that solidarity appears to be cracking.

Still, it is far from clear that any outsiders — even those in the region — can influence Mr. Mugabe or the military leaders around him. 

South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, has acted as the main mediator in the crisis and has pursued a policy of “quiet diplomacy” that many critics here have likened to appeasement of Mr. Mugabe. 

But Mr. Zuma, who last year defeated Mr. Mbeki for the leadership of the African National Congress, has called on other African leaders to “move in to unlock this logjam.” 

Still, he was hesitant to criticize Mr. Mbeki’s approach and denied that “quiet diplomacy” had failed, saying South Africa had decided “not to stand on rooftops and criticize Mugabe” to be able to talk to both sides in the dispute. “It would not have been prudent for us to stand there and criticize them,” Mr. Zuma said. “How could we have engaged with both sides if we did so?” 

He added: “We decided to engage Zimbabweans quietly, and it was dubbed quiet diplomacy. We can produce a better report than anyone else on what happened.” 

Celia W. Dugger reported from Johannesburg, and Alan Cowell from London.
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