Assassination threat delays Tsvangirai return to Zimbabwe
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Morgan Tsvangirai at the Liberal International Congress in Belfast today. Photograph: Paul Faith/PA

Zimbabwe's opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai, has delayed his return home after an assassination plot against him was uncovered, one of his spokesmen said today.

"We have received information from a credible source concerning a planned assassination attempt against President Tsvangirai," George Sibotshiwe told Reuters.

He said Tsvangirai had postponed his return indefinitely while party officials consulted their security experts and regional leaders.

Tsvangirai, who attended a conference in Belfast yesterday, had been due to return to Zimbabwe today after announcing that he would contest the long-delayed run-off presidential election, now set for June 27.

The Movement for Democratic Change leader has reluctantly decided that he must take part in the run-off, otherwise the president, Robert Mugabe, would win unchallenged. 

Tsvangirai, who has been out of Zimbabwe for more than a month trying to garner international support, was to return this weekend to start campaigning.

He has said, however, that "violence has to cease for an election to be conducted or that election will not be legitimate".

Mugabe told a party meeting yesterday that the first-round result had been "disastrous" after he trailed behind Tsvangirai, who failed to win an outright majority.

The president said he was not prepared to lose power to an opposition he said was backed by "a hostile axis of powerful foreign governments", according to Reuters.

Since the election, Mugabe's ruling Zanu-PF party has unleashed a wave of attacks against Tsvangirai supporters that appear to have the twin aims of deterring opposition activists from campaigning and driving opposition supporters from their homes so they cannot vote.

Tens of thousands of people are believed to have been displaced, with thousands more beaten or arrested and more than 30 killed, according to the opposition. Amnesty International yesterday described the violence as "reaching crisis levels".

The run-off was called after the election commission declared that Tsvangirai won nearly 48% of the vote in the first round, compared to just over 43% for Mugabe. 

The opposition, which believes it was cheated of thousands of votes through ballot-rigging, claims Tsvangirai won 50.3% of the ballot, giving him a slender outright majority.

The MDC had called for the second poll to be held on May 23 in accordance with electoral law, and has described the delay as "irresponsible".

The electoral commission this week extended the deadline for the run-off to 90 days from the official announcement of the first results, saying more time was needed for logistical reasons. 

The delay will raise fears the government will have even more time to rig the election and carry out more attacks on Tsvangirai supporters.

The Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human Rights said 22 people had died and 900 had been tortured in the past month. The government and officials of the ruling Zanu-PF party have denied responsibility for the violence and have blamed the opposition.

Tsvangirai's party won control of parliament in legislative elections held alongside the presidential vote - the first time since independence 28 years ago that Mugabe's party lost control of parliament.
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