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Zimbabwe Opposition Leader Returns 

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — Zimbabwe’s opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai, who fled his homeland after winning the most votes in a presidential contest because of fears he would be assassinated, returned Saturday to Harare to campaign in the June 27 runoff against the incumbent, Robert Mugabe.

At a news conference in Harare hours after arriving from Johannesburg, Mr. Tsvangirai said that leaders in southern Africa had guaranteed his safety and assured him election monitors would arrive by June 1 to prevent further violence against his supporters.

“I return to Zimbabwe with a sad heart,” he said. “Even since my return a few hours ago, I have met and listened to the stories of the innocent people targeted by a regime seemingly desperate to cling to power, a dictatorship that has lost the support of the people.”

He is ending more than six weeks of self-imposed exile at a moment when state-sponsored violence against his supporters and party workers is growing and becoming even more deadly, according to opposition officials and doctors treating the victims. 

As Mr. Mugabe’s government, in power for 28 years, mobilizes the police, the army and thugs in what human rights groups call a systematic campaign of retribution, the number of injured has risen to more than 1,700, almost doubling in the past two weeks.

The opposition party says 43 of its supporters have been killed since the election in March. Mr. Tsvangirai said Mr. Mugabe’s government was seeking to destroy the opposition’s network of supporters, focusing on what he called its most dedicated activists.

Mr. Tsvangirai, a former trade union leader who has led the opposition Movement for Democratic Change since its founding in 1999, said Thursday in an interview that he would travel through the country in the coming weeks, visiting people who have been attacked for supporting his candidacy.

Mr. Tsvangirai has come under scathing criticism from journalists and civic leaders in Zimbabwe for staying outside the country while his supporters have faced an onslaught of violence.

Over the past month, he has traveled across Africa meeting with heads of state to lobby for their support in ending the violence and bringing in election monitors and peacekeepers before the runoff. He defended his decision not to go home quickly.

“Apartheid was not defeated because people were there in the streets alone,” he said Thursday, referring to the international pressure that built up on South Africa’s white minority government before it finally gave up power in 1994. “You needed to put it on the international radar.”

But even if he wins the runoff, Mr. Tsvangirai said he had no illusions that Zimbabwe’s crisis would end. The “securocrats,” the heads of Zimbabwe’s military and police, have vowed they would never salute a President Tsvangirai, and fears are mounting that they would greet his victory with a coup.

Mr. Tsvangirai acknowledged the existence of what he called “a two-track process” — one to go forward with a runoff and a second to find a way through negotiations to set up a transitional government that would be led by the opposition Movement for Democratic Change, but include elements of ZANU-PF, the governing party.

Mr. Tsvangirai said his party had offered assurances to the securocrats that they would not be prosecuted for crimes against humanity and that they would be allowed to keep land they had been given and provided with retirement packages.

But Tendai Biti, the secretary general of the opposition party, said he did not believe the governing party was serious about talks. “They have never regarded us as a true patriotic opposition,” he said. “They have seen us as surrogates for the West.”

A journalist in Harare, Zimbabwe, contributed reporting.
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