Tsvangirai granted wish for summit in bid to break Zimbabwe deadlock
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Morgan Tsvangirai: believes only a full SADC summit can put pressure on Robert Mugabe. Photograph: Mike Hutchings/Reuters

Southern African leaders today agreed to hold a full-scale extraordinary summit in an attempt to break the deadlock over Zimbabwe's power-sharing agreement.

Officials of the 14-member Southern African Development Community (SADC) said the summit could be held within the next week in an attempt to persuade President Robert Mugabe's ruling Zanu-PF party and opposition factions to implement the accord.

The power-sharing deal was brokered by the former South African president, Thabo Mbeki, last month amid much fanfare, but Mugabe has refused to give up key cabinet positions, particularly control of the ministry in charge of the police.

Tomas Salomao, the executive secretary of the SADC, told a news conference in Harare, the Zimbabwean capital, that control of the police was the main sticking point. He said the planned summit would consider a recommendation that the ministry be rotated, with the two main parties being in charge for terms of six months or a year.

The opposition has resisted such an arrangement as it could further complicate an already cumbersome power-sharing proposal. But Morgan Tsvangirai, the main opposition leader, gained a small victory as the SADC agreed to his request for a meeting. The opposition believes that only a full SADC summit has the authority to put pressure on Mugabe to really share power.

"The extraordinary summit of the SADC troika recommends the holding of a full SADC summit to review the political situation as a matter of urgency," SADC said. "The extraordinary summit noted with concern disagreements in the allocation of the [interior] ministry and urged parties concerned to reach an agreement."

Several SADC leaders are increasingly impatient with Mugabe and may press him hard behind closed doors at the summit. 

This week's meeting was attended by Mugabe, Tsvangirai, Arthur Mutambara, who leads a smaller MDC faction, and leaders from South Africa, Angola, Mozambique and Swaziland - the last three make up SADC's troika, a special committee on politics, defence and security. Mbeki attended as the mediator who brokered the deal.

The UN secretary-general, Ban Ki-moon, said he "remains distressed" over the human cost of the stalemate. "He is deeply concerned that the population of Zimbabwe faces many challenges, including critical shortages of all food, essential drugs, basic services, and clean water," a UN statement said.

Zimbabweans are struggling with the world's highest official inflation rate of 231m%. The UN predicts half the population will need food aid by next year and a doctors' group called on Sunday for urgent action to repair water and sewage systems to avert a cholera epidemic in the coming seasonal rains. It reported there were at least 120 preventable deaths across the country this year from cholera.
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