April 19, 2008

Mugabe Casts Zimbabwe Dispute as Colonial Fight 

By GRAHAM BOWLEY
President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe used a characteristically fiery speech in marking the anniversary of the country’s independence from Britain on Friday, casting the dispute over the country’s elections as a fight against colonialism and accusing Britain of being behind the opposition’s calls for protests and civil action.

“Down with the British,” Mr. Mugabe said before 15,000 people at a stadium in a suburb of Harare, the capital, the British Broadcasting Corporation reported. “Down with thieves who want to steal our country.”

It was Mr. Mugabe’s first major speech since the disputed election, which threw Zimbabwe into political crisis two weeks ago. 

Mr. Mugabe showed no sign of giving ground to the opposition, either by conceding defeat or even allowing the publication of the election results. 

Instead, he attacked Britain and his critics within Zimbabwe, who he said were “ignorant” of the country’s history or were “deliberately engaged in reversing the gains of our liberation.”

The government’s accusations of British involvement in Zimbabwe’s affairs have become a familiar theme in its attacks against the opposition. On Thursday, the government, in a state-run newspaper, said it had uncovered a plot by the opposition to conspire with Britain to topple Mr. Mugabe, who has led the nation since independence from Britain 28 years ago. 

Opposition officials dismissed the accusations and said the government was trying to manufacture a case to round up opposition leaders. 

Zimbabwe has been wracked by uncertainty since the presidential election last month between Mr. Mugabe, 84, a former guerrilla fighter, and Morgan Tsvangirai, 55, the top opposition leader. Independent election monitors have said that Mr. Tsvangirai won more votes, but Zimbabwe’s election commission has refused to release final results, and now it appears the two men are headed toward a runoff. 

Many Zimbabweans fear the situation could become bloodier. A court case on the government’s demand for a partial recount of parliamentary results, which were released, was postponed for a day on Thursday. If no ruling comes on Friday, the Electoral Commission may go ahead Saturday with the recount it has promised in 23 parliamentary districts. Mr. Mugabe’s party lost control of Parliament in the parliamentary election, but any recount could return that control.

Nelson Chamisa, a spokesman for the main opposition party, Movement for Democratic Change, said on Thursday that violent attacks against the opposition had already begun and that hundreds of opposition supporters had been detained and severely beaten. 

Mr. Tsvangirai’s party has complained bitterly that South Africa, the most powerful country in the region, is not putting enough pressure on Mr. Mugabe to step down. Last week, South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, urged the world to be patient and denied that Zimbabwe was in the throes of a political crisis. On Thursday, South Africa seemed to change its tack, calling for election results to be released as soon as possible. “The situation could escalate and soon get out of hand,” said Themba Maseko, a South African government spokesman.

These were the strongest words from South Africa, but they did not satisfy Zimbabwe’s opposition leaders. On Thursday, Mr. Tsvangirai said at a news conference that Mr. Mbeki should step down as the mediator between Mr. Mugabe and the opposition. Mr. Mbeki had been appointed to that role by a regional bloc of 14 nations. 

Zimbabwe’s economy is in a free fall, with an official inflation rate of more than 160,000 percent, and millions of impoverished citizens have fled to South Africa.

Graham Bowley reported from New York, and a Zimbabwean journalist contributed from Harare, Zimbabwe.
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