The end is nigh

Robert Mugabe may be ready to use violence to prolong his reign as president of Zimbabwe, but even that may not save him
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A week after he wobbled, Robert Mugabe has banished thoughts of retirement and is mustering all means at his disposal, including violent press-ganging of voters, to win a second-round presidential election run-off. 

But even if he succeeds in clinging to office, analysts suggest the regime's shaken confidence, lack of legitimacy, and Zimbabwe's paralysing economic crisis mean the Mugabe era is inexorably drawing to a close.

Mugabe was so shaken by the scale of his defeat on March 29 that he disappeared from public view and reportedly considered standing down. 

"Mugabe appeared to lose focus. He was tired. Most of all, he was surprised. He thought the rigging would work. It didn't. For a moment, he tottered," said a well-informed analyst based in Harare.

Systematic manipulation of the voting process prior to the poll had effectively disenfranchised 2.5 million people. But to the dismay of the president and Zanu-PF officials, around 60% of the remaining 2.5 million voters, mostly in rural areas, rejected the regime and supported either the opposition Movement for Democratic Change or the independent Zanu-PF rebel, Simba Makoni.

According to the analyst's account, a small group of security service hardliners and long-time political cronies, fearful of the possible security, financial and legal implications of defeat for themselves and their families, steeled Mugabe's nerve and convinced him to fight on. 

If the election could not be stolen through delays, intimidation, and a rigged run-off, then declaring a state of emergency and martial law was the final option.

Until recently the idea that even Mugabe's closest advisers could decisively influence his actions was considered improbable. But the dynamic within the inner circle is now said to have changed. 

Never before has Zanu-PF been forced to admit defeat. Never since taking power after independence in 1980 has the scale of its leadership's unpopularity been so unavoidably apparent. The president's authority has been seriously weakened.

"It was unprecedented. They realised things would never be quite the same again in terms of Mugabe's power. To some extent he would have to rely on the advice of those around him from now on," the analyst said.

The group is said to comprise General Constantine Chiwenga, head of the Zimbabwe defence force, Augustine Chihuri, police commissioner, Paradzayi Zimondi, prisons commissioner, Didymus Mutasa, minister for security and land, Nicholas Goche, public services minister, Gideon Gono, governor of Zimbabwe's reserve bank, George Charamba, Mugabe's chief spokesman, and Air Marshal Perence Shiri, Muagbe's cousin and air force commander.

Although Mugabe is said to have "recovered some of his bounce" since staring into the abyss last week, the prospects for him and the inner circle - described in some quarters as a junta - look bleak even if they manage to retain power.

Internally, the economy is in meltdown, with the currency virtually worthless, foreign investment almost non-existent and most of the populace malnourished, unemployed and alienated. More than one third of Zimbabweans have fled to South Africa and other neighbouring countries. Many more could leave in the coming months.

Externally, Mugabe's apparently infinitely indulgent fellow African leaders are finally running out of patience, alarmed at the consequences for them of a violent implosion. 

An emergency summit called by the Southern African Development Community in Lusaka on Saturday cannot force Mugabe to stand down, but by in effect challenging his political legitimacy, African heads of state are signalling that he can expect no more help from them. 

Much the same is true of the IMF and western bilateral aid donors. Instead of the vital financial assistance they hoped would be forthcoming after an ostensibly "clean" poll, Mugabe and his group can expect further political ostracism, tougher UN sanctions, and the possibility of legal action under international law.

On top of all that, the regime is no longer sure the army's rank-and-file and the police will obey orders if it comes to a showdown with the opposition. At least half of the defence force is reportedly on "gardening leave" at any one time, poorly trained, poorly fed and poorly equipped.

One estimate suggests only two army units are up to scratch and "combat ready". Lower ranks of the police force are in a similarly "ramshackle" state. That leaves Mugabe uncomfortably dependent on rent-a-mob "war veterans" and unreliable pay-as-you-go militias.

That is why some observers are predicting the group of insiders around Mugabe will at some point suffer "a failure of will", decide the game is no longer worth the candle, and sue for some kind of deal - power-sharing, immunity from prosecution, or an unimpeded withdrawal to a foreign sanctuary along with accumulated funds and family.

Such an outcome would leave "old Bob" isolated and alone. But in truth that has been the case for years.
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