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South African Leader Visits Mugabe Amid Election Turmoil 

By CELIA W. DUGGER and ALAN COWELL
JOHANNESBURG — With Zimbabwe’s runoff election only nine days away, President Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, the region’s most powerful nation, met on Wednesday with Zimbabwe’s strongman, President Robert Mugabe, as a rising chorus of voices warned that a fair vote could be impossible.

It is far from clear that Mr. Mbeki, chosen by regional leaders to mediate Zimbabwe’s political crisis, has the clout to persuade Mr. Mugabe to halt the systematic, state-sponsored efforts to intimidate the political opposition and use violence against it. Mr. Mugabe has vowed in recent days to go to war if he loses after 28 years in power.

Mr. Mbeki, who was greeted by Mr. Mugabe at the airport in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe, had met with him twice before since the disputed first round of elections in March, yet the brutal campaign of beatings and killings of opposition supporters has intensified, human rights groups say. Mr. Mbeki, who was widely mocked in April for saying there was no crisis in the country after his first meeting with Mr. Mugabe, offered no comment on Wednesday.

Mr. Mbeki’s own role is under attack. The opposition presidential candidate, Morgan Tsvangirai, who led Mr. Mugabe in the first round of voting on March 29, but not, according to official results, by enough to avoid a runoff, has contended that the South African president favors Mr. Mugabe and he has demanded that he step aside as mediator. The opposition issued a statement on Wednesday that Mr. Mbeki met with Mr. Tsvangirai, but pointedly said it was just in his role as a visiting head of state.

The United Nations high commissioner for human rights, Louise Arbour, said Wednesday that an officer from the agency’s headquarters in Geneva was expelled from Zimbabwe on Tuesday after arriving there on Sunday. She told reporters that the Zimbabwean government had “a very uncooperative attitude vis-à-vis many international actors in the humanitarian sector.” 

A senior United Nations official, Haile Menkerios, arrived in Zimbabwe and met Mr. Mugabe on Tuesday to discuss the election, but the state-owned newspaper, The Herald, reported on Wednesday that Mr. Menkerios was on only “a routine visit to southern Africa” offering technical assistance, not as an envoy.

Mr. Mugabe has agreed to allow election observers from southern African nations. Marwick Khumalo, the leader of an African observer mission in Zimbabwe, said on Wednesday that he had received “horrendous stories” of cruelty related to the elections. The BBC quoted him as saying that he would not endorse the outcome of the vote if the brutality continued. 

In May alone, more than 1,000 victims of violence received medical treatment, 119 of them for fractured bones, mostly consistent with people raising their arms to protect their faces and bodies from blows from iron bars and heavy sticks, according to a new report from the Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human Rights.

The group said two pregnant women had been so badly beaten on the back and buttocks that they suffered “lacerations, bruising and hematoma formation.”

“There has been a gross surge in both the quantity and severity of injury,” the group reported.

Civic leaders, human rights groups and Western diplomats say the violence is largely the handiwork of ZANU-PF, the governing party, while the government has blamed the opposition.

Writing in The Financial Times this week, Kofi Annan, the former United Nations secretary general, said the government must be held accountable if it does not ensure a fair vote. “The victor of an unfair vote must be under no illusions: he will neither have the legitimacy to govern, nor receive the support of the international community,” he said.

The Zimbabwean government’s suspension of humanitarian aid to millions of its citizens this month — after Mr. Mugabe accused Western-financed aid groups of supporting the opposition — is deepening the people’s suffering, Mr. Annan wrote. 

The government late last week lifted the ban on some services, but the effect was limited to AIDS drugs and medically necessary food provided in clinics and hospitals, aid officials said.

The pessimism about Zimbabwe’s elections seems to be spreading. Jacob Zuma, the leader of South Africa’s governing African National Congress, told an audience on Wednesday, “I think we’ll be lucky if we have a free election.” Raila Odinga, Kenya’s prime minister, has called the elections a sham. 

On Monday, President Bush promised support for a free and fair vote, “which obviously Mr. Mugabe does not want to have.”

Celia W. Dugger reported from Johannesburg, and Alan Cowell from Paris.
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