April 30, 2008

Security Council Voices Reluctance to Act on Zimbabwe 

By WARREN HOGE and CELIA W. DUGGER
UNITED NATIONS — The Security Council heard on Tuesday what an American official called a “sobering” account of electoral stalemate and violence in Zimbabwe, but ended up discouraging proposals for direct United Nations involvement in the crisis.

“There are a number of delegations that don’t believe the Council should be engaged on this, which is regrettable,” said the official, Alejandro D. Wolff, the deputy American ambassador.

The briefing, delivered to a closed session of the Council by B. Lynn Pascoe, the under secretary general for political affairs, prompted calls from the United States and its European allies for sending a fact-finding mission or special envoy to the country.

Karen Pierce, Britain’s deputy ambassador to the United Nations, said Mr. Pascoe had spoken of “a level of political intimidation and violence that I think many Council members found quite chilling.”

But diplomats said the proposals ran into opposition led by South Africa, this month’s president of the Council. “It’s their country; we don’t need a special envoy,” said Dumisani Kumalo, the South African ambassador.

Arguing that the electoral impasse did not constitute the kind of threat to international peace and security that demands the Council’s involvement, Mr. Kumalo said: “Different countries hold elections; some do it very well, some do it not so well. That is the only way you can look at elections around the world.”

The final results of the March 29 election in Zimbabwe have still not been released, and the delay has led to accusations that the nation’s autocratic president, Robert Mugabe, is trying to ward off what appears to have been a defeat for him and his ruling party, ZANU-PF.

Tendai Biti, the general secretary of the opposition Movement for Democratic Change, or M.D.C., called the outcome of the Council consultations “tragic as it is disappointing.” He added that some countries “have decided to play Ping-Pong with our people.”

Mr. Pascoe said that the United Nations had “a great deal of concern” about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that it was working through the African Union and the Southern African Development Community. “At the moment, I think they have the lead on this issue, so let’s see what the government and the opposition want us to do,” he said.

In Zimbabwe, most of the people who were rounded up Friday at M.D.C. headquarters in Harare, the capital, were freed Tuesday by order of the country’s High Court, without being officially charged. 

Alec Muchadehama, the lawyer representing them, said 182 people, who had been scattered to police stations across the capital, were released. Among them were people wounded in the postelection violence, some with broken arms and legs.

Mr. Muchadehama said their detention since Friday in Harare jails would probably deter others from coming forward to lodge complaints with the police about attacks by the ruling party’s youth militias and supporters.

The Herald, the state-owned newspaper, reported Tuesday that on Monday the police had released 29 of those taken into custody Friday, primarily women, babies and the elderly.

In what could be interpreted as a clear warning to those who claim to have been attacked by state-sponsored thugs, the newspaper quoted the chief police spokesman, Wayne Bvudzijena, as having said, “We have profiled everyone we rounded up, so that if need arises, we will always make a follow-up.”

Zimbabwean election officials had raised hopes over the weekend that Mr. Mugabe and his leading challenger for president, Morgan Tsvangirai of the M.D.C., might be called in as early as Monday to begin verifying the outcome of the presidential election, a process expected to take about a week. But Utoile Silaigwana, the deputy chief election officer, said Tuesday that the verification would not begin until Thursday, representing yet another delay in satisfying a growing clamor for Zimbabwe to finally say who won the presidential contest.

Election officials say a recount of 23 of the 210 parliamentary seats is completed, but they have yet to officially announce the results for all 23. There has been no change in the outcome of races in which they have announced recount results.

It is now widely expected that the M.D.C. and a faction that splintered from it will together have a majority in Parliament, the first time the governing party led by Mr. Mugabe has lost control of the legislative branch since Zimbabwe gained independence from white rule in 1980. 

Warren Hoge reported from the United Nations, and Celia W. Dugger from Johannesburg.
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