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	South Africa's attempt to broker a settlement of Zimbabwe's political crisis lay in ruins yesterday when President Robert Mugabe called presidential and parliamentary elections for March 29.
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This leaves no time for President Thabo Mbeki to achieve his key aims in Zimbabwe: namely agreement on a new constitution and the repeal of tough security laws which critics say make a free and fair election impossible.

Both factions of the opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) had called for the poll to be postponed to allow for a new constitution to be introduced. 

Mr Mugabe has spurned this call and, at a stroke, repudiated all South Africa's diplomatic efforts. 

Britain had thrown its weight behind Mr Mbeki's diplomatic drive, with Foreign Office diplomats arguing this was the only way to deal with Mr Mugabe. 

Last year, Mr Mbeki told MDC negotiators that Mr Mugabe had promised to delay the election if they agreed to back a constitutional amendment which effectively allowed the Zimbabwean leader to choose his own successor. 

The MDC obliged. Now, however, Mr Mugabe has outmanoeuvred both the opposition and Mr Mbeki.

"It's an act of madness and arrogance. What Mugabe has done is a slap in the face, not only of the MDC, but of Mbeki," said Nelson Chamisa, spokesman for the MDC's largest faction. "The date for the elections is supposed to be mutually agreed by all parties involved."

He added: "The country is not yet prepared, infrastructurally, logistically and psychologically for this election,"

Whether the MDC will participate is not clear - but the party has always participated in presidential polls in the past, however flawed. A boycott would rob the elections of legitimacy, but whether that would damage Mr Mugabe's is an open question.

Critics agreed that the election will not be democratic. "The environment is not conducive for a free and fair election," said Takura Zhangazha, a human rights worker. "The country is just not ready."

During Mr Mugabe's 28-year rule, Zimbabwe has gone from a prosperous breadbasket to an impoverished basket-case, where inflation is at least 15,000 per cent, basic commodities are in short supply, and four million people need food aid.

If the MDC's two factions both nominate presidential candidates, probably Morgan Tsvangirai and Arthur Mutambara, the opposition vote will be split, effectively guaranteeing victory for Mr Mugabe. 

Despite Zimbabwe's suffering, he can confidently expect to win another five-year term shortly after his 84th birthday.
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