August 15, 2008

Mugabe Rival Briefly Prevented From Leaving Zimbabwe 

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — In a blow to prospects for a settlement of Zimbabwe’s political crisis, agents of the country’s intelligence service on Thursday temporarily confiscated the travel documents of the chief opposition leader and his party’s main strategist at the airport in Harare, the Zimbabwean capital, preventing them from boarding a flight to Johannesburg, opposition officials said. 

Morgan Tsvangirai, the opposition leader, and Tendai Biti, his strategist, were on their way from Harare to a regional summit meeting where heads of state from across southern Africa are to consider further action to break the deadlock in power-sharing talks between Mr. Tsvangirai and Zimbabwe’s president, Robert Mugabe.

Mr. Biti’s passport was later returned and Mr. Tsvangirai was provided with travel documents, opposition officials said, but the government’s interference in the men’s ability to travel seemed to further undermine the trust needed to negotiate a power-sharing deal between the opposition and Mr. Mugabe’s party, ZANU-PF, which has been in power for 28 years. 

“This has clearly demonstrated Robert Mugabe’s insincerity and lack of commitment to this process,” said George Sibotshiwe, a spokesman for Mr. Tsvangirai.

George Charamba, Mr. Mugabe’s press secretary, disputed the opposition’s version of events, saying that Mr. Tsvangirai’s travel documents were invalid and that Mr. Biti’s passport had not been confiscated. 

Mr. Charamba accused the opposition leader of having knowingly gone to the airport with invalid documents to provoke the authorities and “secure one or two sound bites.”

“We are not going to waive the rules for a politician who is merely forgetful,” he said.

Mr. Tsvangirai did get the needed documents later on Thursday. But he began seeking a new passport from the government more than six weeks ago, and it has yet to be provided, opposition officials said, calling it a sign of the harassment he has faced from Zimbabwean authorities, who do not want him to travel across Africa making a case for his party. As a result, he is effectively forced to ask for official permission whenever he wants to leave Zimbabwe.

Talks to form a unity government reached an impasse on Tuesday night after three days of intensive negotiations between Mr. Tsvangirai and Mr. Mugabe over the fundamental issue of which man would be in charge. 

Mr. Tsvangirai, 56, a former trade union leader who heads the Movement for Democratic Change, has insisted that he run any unity government because he bested Mr. Mugabe, 84, a liberation hero, in the last credible election, in March. Mr. Tsvangirai boycotted the June 27 presidential runoff, which Mr. Mugabe won amid condemnation by independent monitors from across Africa that the vote was neither free nor fair.

One person close to the talks, who spoke on condition of anonymity because of rules requiring confidentiality in the negotiations, said Mr. Tsvangirai was willing for Mr. Mugabe to remain president, though with far more circumscribed powers. 

Mr. Mugabe would retain the ability to appoint the head of the armed forces and to call a state of emergency, this person said. 

But Mr. Charamba, Mr. Mugabe’s spokesman, contended that the question of who would be in charge was never in doubt. 

“The head of cabinet — the leader of the government — would have been President Mugabe, naturally,” he said.

He accused Mr. Tsvangirai of acting in bad faith and insisting on 11th-hour changes to the deal, on instructions from the United States and European countries, which he accused of wanting to scuttle a settlement because a deal would undermine their case for sanctions against Zimbabwe.

The ill will between the opposition and the government was palpable on Thursday in conversations with each side. 

The next skirmishes in this crisis are likely to unfold this weekend in Johannesburg, where heads of state are to gather for the meeting of the Southern African Development Community, a regional bloc of 14 nations. 

President Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, the official mediator in the Zimbabwe crisis, who takes over as chairman of the bloc this weekend, will update leaders from the region on the Zimbabwe talks. 

Before Mr. Tsvangirai was given travel documents on Thursday, Mr. Mbeki’s spokesman, Mukoni Ratshitanga, said that the president’s office had “communicated with the Zimbabwean authorities about the need for them to do everything possible to ensure that the M.D.C. delegation is allowed to travel to South Africa, and the Zimbabwean authorities have agreed with that.”

A journalist in Harare, Zimbabwe, contributed reporting.
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