For Zimbabwe, Party Is a Chance to Eat, Not Cheer
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JOHANNESBURG — By the extravagant standards of President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, his birthday bash on Saturday was a modest affair, a mere $250,000 spectacle with but 3,000 people attending and a cake said to weigh approximately 187 pounds.

In the past, Mr. Mugabe, who turned 85 on Feb. 21, has enjoyed festivities that were far more ostentatious. But perhaps hard times call for restraint.

Even by the measures of the global economic crisis, Zimbabwe’s economy is a disaster. Some seven million Zimbabweans, more than half the population, need emergency food aid to stave off starvation. Store shelves are mostly empty. The national currency has lost all value. A cholera epidemic, spread largely through contaminated water, has killed nearly 4,000 people.

Indeed, on Saturday, after Mr. Mugabe had addressed the crowd at his party in the city of Chinhoyi, 60 miles northwest of the capital, a melee broke out in a dining hall among the thousands lined up to get a free meal of porridge and vegetables.

Uniformed soldiers beat people with truncheons to maintain order.

Mr. Mugabe has been in power for nearly three decades. To pay for the latest gala, he tapped $250,000 from loyal friends, according to The Herald, the state-run newspaper. The final $140,000 was raised at a dinner dance in Harare on Wednesday, with an air force dance troupe providing entertainment. A businessman, Phillip Chiyangwe, chipped in $110,000.

On Saturday, Mr. Mugabe, who is fit and agile for his age, wore a beige suit and a red scarf. He sat on the podium beside his wife, Grace, 43. After several hours of preliminaries, he rose to tell the crowd that he had no intention of ever returning farm land that had been seized from white landowners.

“Land distribution will continue,” he said, according to The Associated Press. “It will not stop. The few remaining white farmers should quickly vacate their farms as they have no place there.”

The president received a strong welcome from the attendees, but many had come to eat rather than to cheer. “I’ve never seen Mugabe before,” said Donald Mukati, 25, a teacher. “I think he’s too old. He ought to leave office to younger people with fresh ideas.”

The opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai was a conspicuous no-show. On Feb. 11, as part of a tortuously negotiated unity government, he was sworn in as prime minister. Last week he had said he would attend the birthday party in the spirit of national unity.

But the early days of power-sharing have hardly been smooth, with Mr. Mugabe seemingly intent to show he retains the upper hand. The president has made appointments in defiance of the unity deal, begun a new round of seizures of white-owned farms and jailed Roy Bennett, one of the prime minister’s closest advisers and his choice to be deputy agriculture minister.

On Saturday, the opposition spokesman James Maridadi said Mr. Tsvangirai stayed away because this was not a state function.

“You wouldn’t expect our leader to attend their party, just like you wouldn’t expect Mugabe to come to one of our events,” he said.

A reporter in Chinhoyi, Zimbabwe, contributed reporting.
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