Zimbabwe elections: Tsvangirai party barred from campaigning
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Zimbabwean police today stopped the opposition candidate, Morgan Tsvangirai, and his party from campaigning in the build-up to the presidential run-off election.

With the run-off only three weeks away, police imposed a ban on any rallies by his Movement for Democratic Change, the party said.

Tsvangirai was stopped at two roadblocks as he attempted to campaign around Bulawayo, Zimbabwe's second largest city. 

When he was stopped for the second time, he was ordered to go to Esigodini police station, about 30 miles away, and was released two hours later.

The opposition leader and the reporters with him were escorted back to Bulawayo by police, and appeared to have been instructed not to resume campaigning.

Tsvanigirai's detention today is his second in recent days.

"We are dismayed that our president has not been allowed to access the Zimbabwean people at a crucial stage in this campaign," Tsvangirai's spokesman, George Sibotshiwe, said today.

The MDC said police had told them that rallies had been banned because of safety concerns for Tsvangirai and other party leaders. But Sibotshiwe called the justification "nonsense," and said the ban was "a clear indication that the regime will do everything necessary to remain in power."

Police spokesman Wayne Bvudzijena said he was not aware of today's incidents, but said that it is not uncommon for police to stop drivers at roadblocks to ensure they are not transporting weapons.

"Tsvangirai and his convoy are not immune to search," he said. "They can be searched at any roadblock they pass."

He also said candidates had been told they needed to inform police before holding a political rally.

The latest setback for Tsvangirai came amid growing international concern over the halting of work by overseas aid agencies in Zimbabwe.

UN aid agencies said they were deeply worried by the move, which will hamper food deliveries to many severely impoverished areas of the country. 

Speaking today, the international development secretary, Douglas Alexander, raised concern about the millions of Zimbabweans close to starvation.

"The task of the international aid agencies working in Zimbabwe is purely humanitarian – to feed … hungry people and to tackle the terrible poverty and deprivation which afflicts the country," he said. 

"For Robert Mugabe to use the threat of hunger as a political weapon shows a callous contempt for human life. 

"This indefensible decision, which seems to be part of a strategy ahead of the presidential run-off, demonstrates to the world the lengths to which Mugabe will go to cling on to power."

Last week, Mugabe instructed a number of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to suspend their activities in Zimbabwe, but today's new announcement covers all overseas aid workers in the country.

The government accused them of campaigning for opposition parties during the disputed presidential elections in March.

"I hereby instruct all PVOs (private voluntary organisations)/NGOs to suspend all field operations until further notice," the Zimbabwean social welfare minister, Nicholas Goche, said.

Today's shock tactic means British charities working in Zimbabwe are now unlikely to be able to provide care for the millions of Zimbabweans who are reliant on aid.

"We are seriously concerned about the consequences relating to reports of the suspension of aid operations in Zimbabwe, particularly for the most vulnerable children who we work with and who need our help," Dominic Nutt, a spokesman for Save the Children, said.

Judith Melby, Africa specialist for Christian Aid, which has been involved in Zimbabwe since its independence in 1980, said: "It is certainly going to have an extremely detrimental effect - it is quite frightening, frankly."

Some 10 million Zimbabweans out of a total population of 13 million live below the poverty line. Four million of those rely on food aid.

Earlier this week, Zimbabwe ordered the Care International aid agency to halt its operations pending an investigation into allegations that it had been politically active.

Care recalled its field staff but strongly denied the accusation and said its projects were benefiting more than 1.8 million Zimbabweans.

In a statement, Oxfam said: "International NGOs - Oxfam included - have been unable to conduct food need assessments, making preparation difficult for the impending hungry season.

"We reject the present government's assertion that international civil society agencies are aiding and abetting the opposition."

Yesterday, security forces in the country detained and harassed UK and US diplomats trying to investigate reports of violence against the opposition.

Zimbabwe's ambassador to Britain, Gabriel Machinga, was summoned to the Foreign Office to explain why the diplomats, who were travelling in two separate convoys, had been stopped at roadblocks north of the capital, Harare.

David Miliband, the foreign secretary, condemned what he called a "serious incident", but confirmed that no violence had been directed at the UK personnel.

"It gives us a window into the lives of ordinary Zimbabweans, because this sort of intimidation is something that is suffered daily, especially by those who are working with opposition groups," he added.

"It's a window into lives that, in some cases, are marked by brutal intimidation, by torture and, in 53 cases that have been documented over the last few weeks, by death."

US embassy officials in the country blamed the move on Mugabe's government, which it accuses of trying to intimidate Tsvangirai supporters.
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