July 2, 2008

African Union Calls for Settlement in Zimbabwe 

By KENNEDY ABWAO and ALAN COWELL
SHARM EL SHEIK, Egypt — The African Union on Tuesday urged the creation of a government of national unity in Zimbabwe to heal the nation’s deep political wounds after President Robert Mugabe’s triumph in a one-candidate runoff election widely condemned as a sham.

The union, a 53-nation body that is Africa’s most authoritative group, made the call after a two-day gathering of African leaders marked by divisions over the handling of the crisis in Zimbabwe. While President Omar Bongo of Gabon endorsed Mr. Mugabe’s presidency, Botswana urged the suspension of Zimbabwe from African forums because its participation would “give unqualified legitimacy to a process which cannot be considered legitimate.”

The African Union resolution also urged the continuation of regional mediation efforts, which, to the frustration of the opposition in Zimbabwe, have been led by President Thabo Mbeki of South Africa. 

Mr. Mbeki has been widely criticized as being too soft on Mr. Mugabe, an ally of nearly 30 years. The union urged the opposition and the Mugabe government to avoid moves that “may negatively impact on the climate of dialogue.” 

While the document was less critical of Zimbabwe than some African nations had wished, it reflected an unusual readiness to break a general continentwide reluctance to intrude into other nations’ business.

The resolution was another departure from the continent’s resistance to treating Mr. Mugabe as anything less than a hero of the struggle for liberation.

Despite widespread international condemnations of the election, Mr. Mugabe had wanted the African Union to endorse his re-election, which three African monitoring groups labeled inadequate, not credible or not reflective of the will of the people. 

But his adversaries — and some of his allies — urged him to accept a settlement that would mean relinquishing the absolute control of Zimbabwe that has marked most of his 28 years in office since independence from white rule in 1980.

Before the African Union made its call, Mr. Mugabe and the opposition Movement for Democratic Change had ruled out a negotiated settlement based on power-sharing of the kind that emerged from Kenya’s post-election violence earlier this year. 

“Kenya is Kenya; Zimbabwe is Zimbabwe,” George Charamba, Mr. Mugabe’s spokesman, said. “We have our own history of evolving dialogue and resolving political impasses the Zimbabwean way. The Zimbabwean way, not the Kenyan way. Not at all.” 

Deepening the sense of stalemate, the opposition had also issued a statement saying, “There are no talks or discussions taking place between the two parties and, most importantly, there is no agreement in the offing.” 

Nelson Chamisa, a spokesman for the opposition in Harare, said the party would “carefully study and understand the resolution” before issuing a statement. 

The opposition, led by Morgan Tsvangirai, received a boost when Bernard Kouchner, the French foreign minister, said in a television broadcast that the European Union would insist that Mr. Tsvangirai lead the proposed national unity government. France assumed the rotating presidency of the 27-nation European Union on Tuesday.

The call by the African Union did not seem robust enough to deflect efforts by the United States and its allies to push for international sanctions. 

“The A.U. position has not changed our moving forward here,” said Richard Grenell, the spokesman for the United States Mission to the United Nations. American diplomats have been consulting with a few other delegations, mostly Europeans as well as Burkina Faso, on the text of a Security Council resolution to put in place an arms embargo as well as travel and financial measures against officials who undermined the elections. 

South Africa, China, Indonesia and Vietnam are among the delegations that oppose such efforts. 

Mr. Mugabe dismissed international demands for his ouster, saying through a spokesman that Western countries threatening economic or other pressure could “go hang a thousand times.”

Mr. Mugabe won Friday’s runoff with 85 percent of the vote, according to the official count, after Mr. Tsvangirai boycotted the election, citing violence aimed at his aides and supporters. 

In the first round on March 29, Mr. Tsvangirai won more votes than Mr. Mugabe, securing nearly 48 percent compared with about 42 percent for Mr. Mugabe, according to the official tally. Moreover, Mr. Mugabe’s party lost control of the lower house of Parliament. Both men are citing their election victories as tokens of political legitimacy.

By taking up the Zimbabwe debate, the African Union has put is own credibility into play, pursuing an elusive African settlement to secure a democratic outcome while averting the imposition of punitive measures from Western nations led by the United States.

The African Union’s Peace and Security Council commissioner, Ramtane Lamamra, told a news conference, “Sanctions are not the best tool that modern democracy has invented.” He added: “The African Union has a different line of thinking on how to help African countries to move forward under such circumstances.” 

As the conference entered its final day, Mr. Mugabe seemed to display a familiar defiance. Asked how he responded to Western pressure, Mr. Charamba, Mr. Mugabe’s spokesman, told reporters: “They can go hang a thousand times. They have no basis, no claim on Zimbabwean politics at all.”

He also dismissed demands that Mr. Mugabe step down as part of a settlement. 

“With only five days in office, you expect him to retire?” Mr. Charamba said.

Mr. Mugabe was jostled unceremoniously by reporters clutching tape recorders and cameras as he arrived at a cavernous conference hall in this resort.

At one point, according to African journalists who witnessed the incident, a British television reporter accused him of “stealing elections in your country.” 

Mr. Mugabe snapped back: “When are the British going to stop colonizing us? I am the president whether you like it or not.”

Kennedy Abwao reported from Sharm el Sheik, Egypt, and Alan Cowell from Paris. Neil MacFarquhar contributed reporting from the United Nations.
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