June 3, 2008

Officials Criticize Mugabe’s Presence at a U.N. Conference in Rome 

By ELISABETTA POVOLEDO and ALAN COWELL
ROME — Skirting some restrictions on his international travel, President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe arrived in Rome over the weekend to attend a United Nations food conference, and raised protests on Monday from some European and other officials.

The Australian foreign minister, Stephen Smith, who is also set to attend the conference, called Mr. Mugabe’s presence “frankly obscene.”

But the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, which has convened the gathering, brusquely rejected the criticism. That Mr. Mugabe is attending a United Nations meeting in Rome “is not a scandal,” said a spokesman for the organization, Nick Parsons. “The U.N. is about inclusiveness, not exclusivity, giving all nations the right to participate,” Mr. Parsons said.

Mr. Mugabe landed in the Italian capital with little fanfare on Sunday, leaving Zimbabwe midway through a bitter campaign for a scheduled runoff presidential election June 27 against the chief opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai. 

President Thabo Mbeki of South Africa was chosen to mediate the Zimbabwe dispute on behalf of countries in the region. But Mr. Tsvangirai has registered growing disenchantment with Mr. Mbeki’s intervention.

In a letter written to Mr. Mbeki on May 13 and made public on Monday, Mr. Tsvangirai said that when the South African leader began his mediation, “Zimbabwe still had a functioning economy, millions of our citizens had not fled to other countries to escape political and economic crisis and tens of thousands had not yet died from impoverishment and disease.”

The letter went on to say, “With respect, if we continue like this, there will be no country left.” It accused Mr. Mbeki of a “lack of neutrality” and asked him to recuse himself from his role as the “exclusive mediator of our nation’s crisis.”

The four-page letter cataloged a series of instances in which Mr. Tsvangirai’s Movement for Democratic Change found Mr. Mbeki’s involvement objectionable and said it was not the first time the opposition had urged Mr. Mbeki to withdraw as mediator. The letter was obtained in southern Africa by The New York Times. 

The letter could complicate the slow-moving and thus far largely ineffective regional diplomacy in advance of the runoff vote, deepening a breech between Mr. Tsvangirai and the leader of the region’s economic, political and military giant, South Africa. 

An opposition official, who spoke on condition of anonymity, said the letter from Mr. Tsvangirai had been delivered to Mr. Mbeki. But Mukoni Ratshitanga, a spokesman for Mr. Mbeki, said the South African leader had not received it.

Mr. Mugabe made no comment to reporters when he arrived in Rome. 

The European Union has formally barred Mr. Mugabe from traveling to its member states, but Zimbabwean officials claim an exemption for United Nations events. 

In another sign of international disdain for Mr. Mugabe, he and Iran’s president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, were omitted from the guest list for a ceremonial dinner on Monday for leaders attending the conference, Reuters reported. 

Neil Parrish, a member of the European Parliament from Britain’s opposition Conservative Party, said it was ironic that Mr. Mugabe planned to attend a conference on the global food crisis when his policies had singled out commercial white farmers, driving them off productive land.

In Sydney, Australia, Mr. Smith said of Mr. Mugabe: “This is the person who has presided over the starvation of his people. This is the person who has used food aid in a politically motivated way. So Robert Mugabe turning up to a conference dealing with food security or food issues is, in my view, frankly obscene.”

The British Foreign Office said it would “prefer” Mr. Mugabe did not attend the conference, set for Tuesday to Thursday.

Elisabetta Povoledo reported from Rome, and Alan Cowell from London. Celia W. Dugger contributed reporting from Johannesburg.
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