April 8, 2008

High Court in Zimbabwe Delays Ruling on Vote 

By CELIA W. DUGGER
JOHANNESBURG — The High Court of Zimbabwe on Monday delayed a decision on whether to force the government to release the results of the March 29 presidential election, prolonging an impasse that seemed to be growing increasingly acrimonious at each turn.

As President Robert Mugabe on Monday called on veterans of the nation’s fight for independence in the 1970s to “safeguard” the land seized from “the former colonizers,” a reference to the white-owned commercial farms his government has seized in recent years, news agencies reported that war veterans invaded the land of some of the country’s remaining white farmers.

Morgan Tsvangirai, the opposition candidate who is believed to have won the most votes, appealed to South Africa, the United States and Britain to help loosen what he called “the white-knuckle grip of Mugabe’s suicidal reign.” 

In the midst of the political crisis, Mr. Tsvangirai left the country on Monday to fly to South Africa, the regional powerhouse and a mediator of past political disputes, where he met with Jacob G. Zuma, leader of the country’s governing party, the African National Congress. 

Mr. Mugabe, known for ruthlessly wielding power during his 28 years in power, has shown few signs that he is ready to let go. Instead, as one Western diplomat put it, he is “stirring up the nastiest cocktail of negatives he could find,” including using the old tactic of stoking racial animosities to win votes in a runoff election that may yet take place.

Mr. Mugabe’s party, ZANU-PF, has sought to delay the announcement of the outcome of the March 29 presidential election — a contest independent monitors say he lost, though likely not by enough to be shut out of a runoff with Mr. Tsvangirai. 

The delay has stirred broad international criticism, with the United Nations secretary general, Ban Ki-moon, urging the election commission on Monday “to discharge its responsibility and release the results expeditiously and with transparency.”

In the capital, Harare, supporters of the ZANU-PF party of Mr. Mugabe and the Movement for Democratic Change party of Mr. Tsvangirai gathered outside the High Court, which the opposition had petitioned to order the immediate release of the results. Those with ZANU-PF held up their party membership cards, while just a few yards away, the opposition waved copies of the South African newspaper The Sunday Times, with its headline “Save Us From This Vampire!”

Leaders in the region had hoped the election would give Mr. Mugabe, accused in past elections of rigging the vote and violently intimidating his opponents, either a legitimate victory or a definitive defeat.

Neither happened. Now both sides have dug in their heels, making for a volatile situation in a country that has been plagued by political violence. Mr. Tsvangirai, 56, and dozens of his followers were beaten last year during a political crackdown.

Mr. Mugabe, 84, has taken full advantage of his state-run newspapers. In the last few days, he and the editors have fueled fears that the opposition M.D.C. in majority black Zimbabwe would let white commercial farmers reclaim confiscated land, sometimes violently, from the veterans of Zimbabwe’s armed struggle against white rule — a charge the M.D.C. has repeatedly denied. 

“Our country is on a razor’s edge,” Mr. Tsvangirai wrote Monday in The Guardian newspaper in Britain. “How can global leaders espouse the values of democracy, yet when they are being challenged fail to open their mouths?” He was likely alluding to South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, whom he and many others have criticized for not openly confronting Mr. Mugabe but pursuing a quiet diplomacy that they felt left Mr. Mugabe’s excesses unchallenged.

Graham Bowley contributed reporting from New York.
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