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IN DECLINING TO revoke Pakistan’s suspen-
sion from its membership, the Commonwealth
has become the only significant international
political force that continues to pressure the
military regime to fulfil its promises in regard to
democratisation. The decision taken by the
Commonwealth Ministerial Action Group
(CMAG) at its recent meeting not to revoke the
suspension — which was triggered by the mil-
itary coup of October 1999 — has struck a blow
to the military regime’s hopes that the general
elections held last month would be universally
acknowledged as a significant step towards the
restoration of democracy. More so since a re-
port by a Commonwealth observers group
which monitored the elections provided the key
inputs into the CMAG’s decision. While these
observers did note that the process of polling
itself was free and fair, certain key decisions
taken by the military regime ( in particular the
“extra-constitutional” measures introduced by
the Legal Framework Order 2002) prior to the
polls were seen to have had a “limiting effect”
on the process of restoring democracy. Mea-
sures that were taken after the poll — which
appeared designed to promote the interests of a
political formation that is widely seen as a fa-
vourite of the military regime — could not but
have strengthened the CMAG'’s inclination to
reply in the negative to the observer group’s
query whether a limited democratic dispensa-
tion was consistent with the Commonwealth’s
fundamental political values. However, the
CMAG has indicated that the transfer of effec-
tive executive power from the military regime to
an elected civilian Government could be a vital
development that would induce it to reconsider
the question of Pakistan’s participation in the
councils of the Commonwealth.

An adverse judgment by the Commonwealth
might not count for very much in a context
where this body is viewed as an anachronism,
especially by those outside its fold. Neverthe-
less, the CMAG’s decision does take on rele-
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vance when it is seen in relation to two other

spects of the global situation. For one, the

ommonwealth’s judgment in respect of the
progress towards the democratisation of Pakis-
tan, and of the efficacy of the general election in
the promotion of the process, reflects the as-
sessment of the European Union as well. Sec-
ond, Islamabad’s keenness to obtain the
approval of the Commonwealth was evident
from the manner in which it had highlighted the
positive points in the observer’s report when it
was first released. Therefore, and irrespective of
the gloss that it might now try to put on the
affair, Pakistan's military regime will be greatly
disappointed with the Commonwealth’s deci-
sion. Chagrin at its failure to move the Com-
monwealth towards a more charitable
assessment would not of itself push the military
regime to loosen its control over the process of
political change in Pakistan. So long as the U.S.
administration sticks to its diametrically oppo-
site view — that the general elections advanced
the democratisation of Pakistan — the military
regime would not feel hard-pressed to change
its approach.

If the primary responsibility for the failure of
democracy to take root in Pakistan is that of the
military, an international community that has
periodically failed to deter putschists cannot be
absolved of blame either. But, in constantly
blaming those other than themselves, the main-
stream democratic forces in Pakistan cannot
hope to conceal their own culpability. Parties
that had sworn to oppose the military till a full
democratic dispensation had been restored in
Pakistan have been scrambling to be included in
the Government to be formed though they well
know that no elected Ministry will be free from
the diktat of the military given the underlying
constitutional changes that have been wrought.
Neither the Commonwealth nor any other ex-
ternal force can help those who claim to stand
for democracy in Pakistan unless they first show
that they are capable of helping themselves.
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By Nasan Suroor
LONDON, NoV. 2. The Common-
wealth Foreign Ministers’ deci-
sion here on Friday to keep
Pakistan in the deep freeze until
demacracy is fully restored by its
President, Pervez Musharraf,
was the result of a hard-driven
compromise in which India is
understood to have played a
critical role.

There were sharp divisions
and, according to informed
sources, it was the tough line
taken by India and two African
countries that swung the bal-
ance against what at one stage
looked like a “done deal” in fa-
vour of revoking Pakistan’s sus-
pension after the formation of a
new government in Islamabad.

One highly-placed source said
India was “in the minority of
one” when the discussions start-
ed, but gradually — and with not
a little help from Nigeria and
Botswana — others agreed that
Pakistan must do much more to
prove its democratic credentials
before its suspension is re-
viewed. India is believed to have
made effective use of a letter
from the former Pakistan Prime
Minister, Benazir Bhutto, to the
Commonwealth Secretary-Gen-
eral complaining that the proc-
ess, preceding the recent

elections in her country, had
been distorted to produce a tai-
lor-made result.

India’s stress on “full restora-
tion” of democracy, the sources
said, meant that the mere forma-
tion of a new government would
not be regarded as a sufficient
ground for a review of Pakistan's
case. A crucial test, as Botswa-
na’s Foreign Minister, Mompati
S. Merafhe, who chaired Friday's
meeting pointed, would be how
much of the executive power,
which Gen. Musharraf now en-
joys, would be handed over to
the elected government.

The External Affairs Minister,
Yashwant Sinha, acknowledged
that it was “pretty hard” to per-
suade other members but said
that India simply took a “princi-
pled position on democracy.”
He did not think that it would
further embitter India-Pakistan
relations and pointed out that
India was in fact not even a
member of the Foreign Minis-
ters’ group — the Common-
wealth Ministerial Action Group
(CMAG) — when the original de-
cision to suspend Pakistan was
taken.

All that India did, he said, was
to insist that the CMAG should
not compromise on its own
principles that led to Pakistan’s
suspension after the October
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1999 coup which brought Gen.
Musharraf to power.

“Our position is that Pakistan
was a democracy which was
overthrown and it must be re-
stored,” Mr. Sinha told journal-
ists. The election process, as
reported by the Commonwealth
Observers’ Group, was “flawed”
and Gen. Musharraf had “funda-
mentally” altered the Constitu-
tion before the elections, he said.

“We don't believe that the for-
mation of a government in the
present situation would lead to
restoration of democracy — let
alone full restoration,” Mr. Sin-
ha said. Asked whether India
would again oppose Pakistan’s
readmission into the Common-
wealth if the issue were to come
up at the CMAG’s next meeting,
in March-April 2003, he said:
“We will continue to plead for
restoration of democracy or it
will be unfair to the people of
Pakistan.”

There was much speculation
over the contending positions
within the CMAG, comprising
India, Australia, Bangladesh,
Botswana, Nigeria, the Baha-
mas, Malta and Samoa. It is un-
derstood that Australia and
Bangladesh lobbied heavily for
Pakistan, but Nigeria and Bot-
swana threw their weight behind
the Indian position.

q wey 10

THE HINDD

v

|




_Commonwealth téam in Pak.
_to monitor poll process

o
ISLA}IABAD, SEPT. 30. Even as the Musharraf Gov-
ernment is struggling to limit the damage caused
by the comments of a team of European Union
observers on the October election process, a
group from the Commonwealth has landed here

to oversee the poll process.
Comments by the chairperson of the Com-

\,0 By B. Muralidhar Reddy

monwealth Observer Group and Deputy Prime -

Minister of Malaysia, Tan Sri Dato’ Maso bin Hi-
tam, that the group would take into account the
‘interim report’ of the EU as an input in its eval-
uation, should be a matter of concern to the Pa-
kistan Government.

The controversy generated by the publication
of the ‘interim report’ in a Pakistani daily, with
details of alleged irregularities, prompted the
Minister of State for Foreign affairs, Inam ul Haq,
to plead with the observers not to ‘pre-judge’ the
elections.

Addressing a news conference here, Mr. Haq
drew attention to the repeated promises made by
the Pakistan President, Pervez Musharraf, that
the October 10 elections would be ‘free, fair and
transparent’. Mr. Hag said any number of inter-
national observers were welcome, but no one
should jump to conclusions before the process
was over. The EU had hinted that if in the assess-
ment of its observers, the process was not fair
Pakistan could face ‘sanctions’, essentially eco-
nomic in nature. As for the Commonwealth, Pa-
kistan stands suspended from it ever since the
military coup in 1999. The Commonwealth has
said that the return of Pakistan to its fold is de-

pendent on the return of the military to the bar-
racks and take over by a civilian set-up.

The Commonwealth Observer Group an-
nounced here that on the basis of its report, the
Commonwealth Ministerial Action Group would
meet on November 1 and make recommenda-
tions which would have a bearing on Pakistan'’s
status in the organisation.

Mr. Hitam declined to speculate whether its
report would be negative or otherwise. The 32-
member group had started a series of meetings
with the Election Commission, political parties
and civil society. “On election day, we will visit as
many polling stations as possible. We will ob-
serve the counting of the votes and the result
process’’, he said.

Mr. Hitam said that the Commonwealth Ob-
server Group s advance group, already in Pakis-
tan, had listened to allegations for and against the
government. .

In a related development, John Cushnahan,
Chief Observer, European Union Election Obser-
vation Mission, said that the document referred
to in a section of the Pakistan press was not an
interim report. “It is part of the ongoing briefing
of the EU Commission in Brussels by the EUEOM
in which we convey the concerns that have been
expressed to us during the course of our observa-
tion. At this stage, the EUEOM has not come to
any conclusions on these issues. Our conclusions
will not be finalised until we have had the oppor-
tunity to carry out a full de-briefing of our entire
observer team, following the completion of the
poll count. Only then will we produce our Prelim-

inary Report”, he said. /
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THE COMMONWEALTH Heads of
Government Meeting (CHOGM) at
Coolum did not achieve much more
than what leaders of the 51 member na-
tions could have done sitting at home.
Going by past CHOGM summits, it was
predictable that this one would also
end with nothing more than a wordy
communigué to show for it. If any-
thing, the pow-wows at Coolum under-
lined a grave CHOGM handicap: the ur-
gent need for a round of reforms that
would make every summit more than
an academic exercise. The Coolum De-
claration thus routinely condemns ter-
rorism and human rights violations,
while gingerly skirting several other
equally important issues.

The vexed question of resolving the
Zimbabwean crisis hung heavily over
the sumnmit. With elections just round
the corner, and the escalating political
violence there, faultlines surfaced at the
CHOGM. Opinion was sharply divided

THINKIT OVER...

between Brltam demanding 1 ziate
sanctions, and others advising h wait-
and-watch policy. While there cin’t be
two opinions about Mr Mugabe’s atroc-
ities, it does make sense for the Com-
monwealth to see the election results
before considering punitive action.

The Zimbabwean electorate has a
real choice, between the incumbent
and at least one strong opposition con-
tender. And it is a fact that the opposi-
tion successfully fought and won al-
most half the elected seats in last
year’s parliamentary polls, and a ‘no’
vote in a constitutional referendum
two years ago. The preponderant
African voice in the Commonwealth
may have stalled action against Zim-
babwe for the moment. But if the Com-
monwealth observer team, set up to
monttor, the elections, finds evidence of
rigging, it w111 be hard for the organi-
sation not’to suspend Zim
consider sanctions.

“Bigotry tries to keep truth safe in its hand with &grip that kills it
R aemmrANATH TAGORE
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COOLUM: Commonwealth leaders on Tuesday pledged to work to
stamp out terrorism as they adopted two key declarations after four days
of tough talks here marred by the bitter debate over Zimbabwe.

Leaders from 51 nations adopted a declaration and a key communique
at the end of the talks, which were overshadowed by how the body of for-
mer British colonies should tackle the political violence in Zimbabwe.

In a strongly-worded seven-page communique, the leader said: “There is
no justification for terrorism. “While terrorist activities are uncon-
scionable and should be eradicated forthwith, the challenge is to under-
stand the root cause of these despicable acts and deal with them appropri-
ately.” Their condemnation of the September 11 attacks, which forced the
postponement and relocation of the original meeting set for October 2001,
was also highlighted in a separate four-page declaration made in Coolum.

The Commonwealth pledged “to work together in fulfilling our inter-
national obligations to deny any safe haven for terrorists.”

The leaders also called on all governments to work together to help
alieviate the effects of the global downturn in the wake of the attacks for
smaller, more vulnerable members. Australian Prime Minister John
Howard, unveiling the two statements, said the tough position on terror-
ism was important given the “spread of the Commonwealth both politi-
cally and geographically.” “I think this reinforces right across the com-
monwealth the detestation of terrorism,” Mr Howard added.

But the wording contrasted sharply with a watered-down statement on
Zimbabwe issued on Monday after three days of tough talks which
cracked open a rift between the African nations and former colonial
power Britain. British Prime Minister Tony Blair, backed by Australia
and New Zealand, had argued from before the start of the talks that
Zimbabwe should be suspended from the Commonwealth in a clear sign
of profest to the government of President Robert Mugabe.

But in a decision which stunned the Zimbabwean opposition move-
ment for democratic change (MDC), the Commonwealth leaders passed
the decision on what action to take to a three-man panel of the leaders
of South Africa, Australia and Nigeria. They will decide on whether to
impose sanctions in the light of the report of Commonwealth observers
after Saturday and Sunday’s presidential polls.

The MDC spokeswoman here, Sekai Holland, said the
Commonwealth were failing to apply their own principles after being
bamboozled by African nations whom she accused of being Mr
Mugabe’s ‘public relations front.’ “We’re going to win the elections. Now
that the Commonwealth has endorsed Mr Mugabe, he is going to feel
compelled to give up power,” she said. (arr,

" C'wealth leaders ,ucmv\ to end terrorism

AP
-

Australian Prime Minister John Howard (centre) and his wife Janette (left), both wearing >mmm_¢ »W%mﬂ”
hats, make friends with a koala held by a keeper at the barbecue dinner for the heads of ma_amm. %_ﬂ:. O the
spouses, hosted by the Howards at the Commonwealth heads of government meeting at Co

Sunshine Coast of Queensland, Australia, on Monday.
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\ﬁHOGM ends with rift o

COOLUM, MARCN 5. Common-
wealth leaders \oday wrapped
up a four-day $ummit over-
shadowed by d&ep divisions
over election violence in Zim-
babwe with a statement reaf-
firming their commitment to
good governance and democra-
cy. But a compromise deal to
delay taking action over esca-
lating violence in Zimbabwe

The Canadian Prime Minister, Jean Chretien (left), his British

failed to heal rifts within the
organisation, leaders said. Oth-
ers insisted the debate had
strengthened the diverse 54-na-
tion group.

The Tanzanian President,

Benjamin Mkapa said the Com-
monwealth had withstood a
“bombardment for an alliance
against (Zimbabwe President
Robert) Mugabe, allegedly on

counterpart, Tony Blair (centre), and the Australian Prime
Minister, John Howard, wearing traditional bushman hats,
chat at o dinner retreat at the Commonwealth Heads of
Govepriment Meeting at Coolum on Monday. — Reuters

—over Zimbabwe #“,

racial grounds.”

He said the organisation
“emerged really as a united
Commonwealth not divided on
the basis of race.”

A defiant bloc of African na-
tions, Malaysia and some Ca-
ribbean  States  yesterday
resisted concerted efforts by
Britain, Australia and New Zeal-
and to have Zimbabwe imme-
diately suspended from the
54-nation group.’

Britain and New Zealand
criticised the decision. “The
Commonwealth has to get its
act together. It has failed to
wrestle effectively with Zim-
babwe,” the New Zealand
Prime Minister, Helen Clark
said. “I think there is some frus-
tration among the smaller
States.” The British Prime Min-
ister, Tony Blair said at such
large meetings “there is‘a tend-
ency for the lowest common
denominator to prevail.”

Leaders at the Common-
wealth Heads of Government
Meeting (CHOGM) yesterday
agreed to await a report by 64
Commonwealth election mon-
itors on whether the coming
weekend’s Presidential election
is free and fair. — AP
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/ My COMMONWEALTH IN CRISIS Howb/

E COMMUONWEALTH’S DECISION to suspend
imbabwe fipm the multilateral organisation’s
decision-makig bodies may appear to have
ulled it from ¥e brink of a precipice. However,
the current crisis within the Commonwealth over
its role as a conscience-keeper regarding the
democratic practices of its member-states con-
tinues to simmer. Outwardly, the possible emer-
gence of an informal racial divide within the
54-member forum seems to have been averted for
the present. The latest row, involving the Western
bloc of countries on one side and the developing
countries on the other, is all about a debate on
§pme form of sanctions on Zimbabwe for its per-
aéived failure to uphold the true spirit of democ-
facy. In a narrow sense, the issue pertains to the
:iileged rigging and other malpractices during the
latest presidential poll in Zimbabwe, a predom-
inantly non-white country which had in the past
éndured racial discrimination against its majority
Ropulation. In a larger sense, though, the present
mattle within the Commonwealth seems to have
rgluch to do with some form of a power struggle
gmong its members. The Commonwealth is
feunded on a unique principle of identity without
ference to the political or ideological compat-
ipility of its members. The principle simply is one
a voluntary reconciliation between Britain and
dlmost all its decolonised territories under the
hispices of an institution for collective cooper-
afion. What has now come under severe strain is
this notion of a binding principle.
" 2 Of the inter-regional organisations on the glob-
" stage, the Commonwealth has remained
among the less cohesive outfits insofar as a bind-
ipg political principle or an ideological underpin-
njng is concerned. In this sense, the
British-inspired Commonwealth is different from
e U.S.-oriented multilateral organisations.
%hat the Commonwealth now faces is a frontal
challenge to the “moral” authority of Britain as
the informal “leader” of this forum. This explains
Bie dismay of the British Prime Minister, Tony

Mair, over the Commonwealth’s earlier inaction
L9
¥

in regard to Zimbabwe. The consensus at a recent
Commonwealth summit in Australia was to defer
the consideration of sanctions in respect of Zim-
babwe despite allegations of malpractices in the
runup to its presidential poll which has since been
held. It was in that context that some African

‘member-states of the Commonwealth raised dis-

concerting questions about the perceived “white
supremacist” attitude of Britain and some of its
close allies within the forum. Another outcry was
that against London’s alleged “colonial
hangover”. )

Now, the real issues at stake, insofar as the
Commonwealth as an association is concerned,
do not pertain to the rights and wrongs of the
political practices of the President of Zimbabwe,
Robert Mugabe. What the Commonwealth
should, instead, seek to do at this sensitive junc-
ture is to strike a common denominator of coop-
eration without getting unduly bogged down in
political principles with implications for the sov-
ereignty of the member-states. While democracy
and political pluralism are certainly wholesome
principles of governance within sovereign states,
the Commonwealth has now entered a qualita-
tively new phase in promoting this ideal. It was
over a decade ago that the Commonwealth resort-
ed to a robust internal debate before accepting the
importance. of good governance and democracy
as guiding principles of relevance to the member-
countries. Thereafter, the Commonwealth has
had occasions to zero in attention on some mem-
ber-states following the overthrow of “democrat-
ically” established Governments there. The latest
case pertains to the political integrity or probity of
a “democratic” election itself in a member-nation.
In this sense, the latest rumpus over Zimbabwe is
not about any fears that “democracy” might be
under threat as a governing principle in that coun-
try. Given the backlash within the Commonwealth
to such new nuances, it is time the organisation
turned the spotlight on meaningful economic
cooperation as a priority if not as a possible insur-
ance against any potential irrelevance.
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~" The world has changed, the Commohw

Uneasy si

HE conclusion of another
Commonwealth summit
catlier this month provides
an opportunity to examine
the relevance of the organisationin the
changing international situation. Gov-
emment leaders from 51 member
oountries converged in Coolum, Aus-
tralia to participate in the delibera-
tions; Queen Elizabeth of England
wasthere in confirmationof her role as
thehead of the multilateral forum, In-
dia was represented by Minister for
External Affairs Jaswant Singh. Pak-
istan’s participation remained in
abeyance in view of the strictures im-
posed on it after Pervez Musharraf’s
overthrow of the =democratically
elected Nawaz Sharif Government in
October 1999. International terrorism,
:the management of the downtumn in
the world economy, and the deterio-
rating political situation in Zimbabwe
were the main items on the agenda.
The former British Common-
wealth transformed its identity in the
late 40s and early 50s when Britain re-
linquished her imperial status. Initially,
the UK government remained keen
on sustaining the organisation as ‘a
British Commonwealth’ with the king
or the queen retaining the status of the
head of state of each of the member
i states of the Commonwealth. Asfar as
the Commonwealth was constituted
by the Anglo-Saxon dominions of Aus-
tralia, Canada and New Zealand,

there were no inhibitions on thisscore,

But once alarge number of non‘White
colonies of Britain became indepen-
dent, the peoples and governments of
these countries baulked at acknowl-
edging the British crown as the head of
state. India forged a compromise.
Jawaharlal Nehru insisted that India
will remain part of the Common-
wealth only as a republic without ac-
knowledging the British king as the
head of state. His advice that the
British head of state should have asep-
arate identity as the head of the collec-
tivity, was accepted. :
There was logic in India and othe
countries wishing to retain the British

connection in the 50s and 60s. The
political organisation and state struc-
tures of all the non-White countries
were rooted in institutions, proce-
dures and laws inherited from British
imperial rule. There was considerable
dependence on England in techno-
logical, economic and defence sup-
plies arrangements. Preferential
trade arrangements
and the special treat-
ment-accorded in hi-
gher education in Eng-
land to young people
from the Commonwe-
alth countries was an-
other factor that im-
pelled the newly indep-
endent Asian and Af-
Tican countries to retain
the British connection.

J.N. Dixir ]

s the cr

their attention to their own regions and
to other emerging political'and eco-
nomic power centres of the world.
Symbolic and emotional attachment
to the institution of the British crown
has also diminished over the years,
even among the White Common-
wealth countries.

Today all members of the Com-
monwealth, including
Britain, are involved
with other regional
groupings. that serve
their interests in a more
substantive way. By the
carly 1990s, the Com-
monwealth attempted
to re-define its role in
these ¢hanged circum-
stances. Under Prime
Minister John Major

In recent years, the internal,contta'd!ctlons in
the Commonwealth have made Its functioning
ambiguous at best and difficult at worst

All this changed with the advent of
Margaret Thatcher's Conservative
govemnment in England. Even before
that, UK’s gradual integration with
European regional arrangements had .

-commenced, eroding the special rela-

tionship between England and other

members of the Commonwealth,

From the late 70s, the preferential
trade arrangements between
and the Commonwealth countries di-

minished. During Thatcher's long’

terure inoffice, the special and conces-
sional relationship between UK and
the Commonwealth countries disap-
peared. Commionwealth countries-
were treated at par with other coun-
tries having good“relations with the
UK. In a parallel development, the
policies of other Commonwealth
countries had also changed their terms
of reference. While Britain’s agenda
became Euro-centric and related to
the energy and economic interests in
the Gulf and West Asia, the other
Commonwealth. . countries ~ shifted

and the then Secretary General of the
Commonwealth Chief Anyake, at-
tempts were initiated to make. the
Commonwealth a collective entity re-
sponding to the emerging global con-
cerns regarding human rights, democ-
racy, good governance, management
of the environment, ing travails
of globalisation, UN reforms and

peace-keeping and peace-making ini-

tiatives. The Commonwealth’s agenda
was recast on these lines at the Harare
summit in 1991 and the Cyprus sum-
mit in ¥993. The effort, however, has
notsucceeded. ,

What, then, is the relevance of the
organisation today? Britain remains

interested in sustaining it because it is

an important instrumentality under-
pinning Britain’s status as an impor-
tant power in the centext of its dimin-
ished status after World War I1. The
institutional, intellectual and linguistic
connectionsbetween Commonwealth
ocountries and Britain remain relevant
intermsof the attitudes and inter-rela-
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tionships of the power structures of the
Commonwealth countries. But there
is nothing more substantive than this.
Infact inmore recent years, the intemal
contradictions in the Commonwealth
have made its functioning ambiguous
atbest and difficult atworst.

Commonwealth countries have
been involved in military conflicts with
each other in Africa and Asia. The
Indo-Pakistan relationship is the most
glaring example. There are also pro-
found reservations about the Com-
monwealth’s role in furthering good
governance, democracy and respect
for human rights, amongst the Asian
and African member states,

The Commonwealth summit in
Australia in the first week of March
brought these contradictions to the
fore again. The only major item on
which the Coolum summit had a con-
sensus was on combating terrorism.
On all other issues, the consensus was
cosmetic. On the most important
question discussed at the Coolum
summit — the internal situation in
Zimbabwe —the conflict of views was
insurmountable. While Britain, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand wanted a col-
lective decision to suspend Zimbabwe
from the membership because of

Robert Mugabe’s refusal to accept ex-

ternal stipulations about how he

should manage his country, African |
heads of state were more or less unani- ;
mous in questioning not just the role

but also the motivations of the pro-
posed policy. Though Zimbabwe has

since been suspended from the Coun-

cilsof the Commonwealth for one year

after its violence marred elections, the
Coolum summit showed up the organ-

isation’s deep divisions on thisissue.

India tried toplay a temperingand

mediatory role in these controversial

discussions. This might have reduced |
the tension in the’summit, but did not

lead to anything more. The New

Zealand prime minister aptly summed

up the Cootum summit: “T hope wedo

not have another CHOGM like this

one ... I think the Commonwealth has

togetitsact together for the future.”
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By Hasan_‘Suroor

LONDON, MARCH 15. Fears of a ra-
cial split in the Commonwealth
over Zimbabwe are
played down in the run-up to a
meeting here next week of the
South African President, Thabo
Mbeki, the Nigerian President,
Olusegun Obasanjo, and the
Australian Prime Minister, John
Howard, who will decide
whether Harare should be sus-
pended from the 54-member
body following widespread alle-
gations of rigging in the recent
presidential elections. They will
meet in London on March 19 to
discuss the final report of the
Commonwealth observers’
group which monitored the
elections whose outcome has
already been rejected by most
of the white Commonwealth
members, including Britain.

In jts interim report, the
group has sharply criticised the
manner in which the elections
were conducted saying it “did
not adequately allow for a free
expression of will”. It accused
the President, Robert Mugabe's
ruling Zanu (PF) party of “ex-
ploiting” state resources for its
own benefit and said “thou-
sands” of citizens were “disen-
franchised as a result of lack of
transparency” in the electoral
process.

The group’s final report is be-
ing keenly awaited and a Com-
monwealth statement issued
here today fuelled speculation
by hinting at the possible
course of action if it turned out
to be adverse. The action, it
said, could range from “collec-
tive disapproval to suspension”
in accordance with the Harare
Commonwealth  Declaration
and the Millbrock Common-
wealth Action Programme.
“Anything less than suspension
would trigger a furious response
from Britain, Canada, Australia
and New Zealand,” a commen-

out that, on the other hand, sus-

‘ ’ tator in The Times said pointing

pension would evoke an angry

response from African members

of the Commonwealth.

\ When leaders from Australia,
South Africa and Nigeria meet

being !

& & ; flen
The Zimbabwean ruling Zanu-PF supporters celebrate the

victory of their party in the presidential elections in Harare on
Thursday. The third chimurenga is a phrase coined by the
President, Robert Mugabe, referring to the revolutionary
struggle. — AP

here next week, they will have
their work cut out, given the di-
visions within their own ranks.
While Mr. Mbeki is strongly op-
posed to inflicting a severe

“punishment’”’ on Zimbabwe as
he fears that, a crisis in his
neighbourheod could have do-
mestic repercussions, Mr. Ho-
ward has been pushing for

" Commonwealth hints at strong action

Zimbabwe’s suspension, saying
Mr. Mugabe “ought to go”.

Mr. Obasanjo has taken a
neutral position stressing that
Harare set its house in order but
stopped short of calling for ac-
tion. He is likely to oppose Zim-
babwe's suspension.

Observers, however, dis-
counted a ‘“black-and-white”
divide and said Africans were
equally concerned about the
situation in Zimbabwe but did
not favour any action that might
hurt the ordinary people of
Zimbabwe. The British Foreign
Secretary, Jack Straw, said, “Not
just the white West but black
Africa’” had also condemned the
way the elections were conduct-
ed. The Independent reported
that South Africa and Nigeria
were pressing Mr. Mugabe to
form a “national government”
with the Opposition Movement
for Democratic Change as a
compromise. Britain and the
U.S. were “backing”’ the plan, it
said.
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C’wealth condemns

Zimbabwe poll

Harare, March 14

A COMMONWEALTH observer
group on Thursday issued a
scathing condemnation of Zim-
babwe’s election, saying it did
not reflect the free will of the
people and was held in a climate
of fear.

The group, issuing a prelimi-
nary report on the three-day
election that returned President
Robert Mugabe to power on
Wednesday, listed a series of vio-

lations by supporters of the rul-

ing ZANU-PF party and said it

was particularly concerned
about the activities of paramili-
tary youth groups.

“All of the foregoing brings us
to the conclusion that there was
not a free expression of will by
the electorate,” said the report,
read to reporters by Nigerian
group chairman Abdulsalami
Abubakar.

The report said thousands of
Zimbabweans were disenfran-
chised and a systematic cam-
paign of intimidation against
opposition supporters “created a
i of fear and suspicion.”
US Secretary of State
owell said that Washing-
1d broaden sanctions
. “There is
'ming evidence that the

MT’ \!
\S\7

March 9-11 presidential election
in Zimbabwe were neither free
nor fair,” he said yesterday.

“The US will consult closely
with other governments to de-
velop appropriate responses to
this major setback to democracy
in Zimbabwe,” Powell said
adding “among the responses we
are considering is a possible
broadening of sanctions against
those responsible for undermin-
ing democracy in Zimbabwe.”

“The pre-election period was
marked by a sustained, govern-
ment-orchestrated campaign of
intimidation and violence, and
the numerous and profound ir-
regularities in the electoral
process itself resulted in an out-
come that did not reflect the will
of the people of Zimbabwe,” he
said.

Powell said, “For over two
years, the Mugabe regime has
systematically subverted demo-
cratic principles and processes.
His government’s policies and
actions have been marked by a
blatant disregard for the rule of
law, serious human rights abus-
es, a broad repression of the
Zimbabwean electorate, and, ul-
timately, the disenfranchise-
ment of thousands of Zimbab-
wean voters.”

PTI
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C’wealth panel
Tinalises draft

plan on terror
L»)WMM

LONDON, Jan. 29. — India
and nine other members of the
Commonwealth Committee on
Terrorism today finalised the
draft Plan of Action to deal with
the growing menace of terror-
ism. The draft plan is to be sub-
mitted to the four day-long
Commonwealth Heads of Gov-
ernment Meeting (CHOGM) in
Australia, starting 2 March.

External affairs minister, Mr
Jaswant Singh, attended the
one-day meeting which focused
broadly on ways and means of
tackling global terrorism in the
wake of the 11 September terro-
rist attacks on the USA. %)/

During his two-day stay hgre,
Mr Singh will meet the Brltish
foreign secretary, Mr Jack
Straw, and discuss bilateral and
regional issues. -

The Commonwealth Plan of
Action centres on seven areas
including legal assistance and
capacity building to Common-
wealth members to implement
the United Nations Security
Council Resolution 1973, Mr
Alexander Downer, foreign af-
fairs minister of Australia and
chairman of the committee, told
reporters here.

Asked whether the terrorists
attack on India’s Parliament or
the recent terrorists assault on
the American Centre in Kolkata
came up for discussion, Mr
Downer said: “We did not dis-
cuss any specific case except the

1 September terrorist aw



