Impasse at peace talks

lee virtually all its predecessors, the tenth round
of peace talks between the Mozambican govern-
ment and Renamo did not begin on the date
scheduled. The talks were to have begun on 15
January, but the Renamo delegation did not arrive
in Rome on that date, allegedly because of transport
difficulties. 4

Supposedly the delegation for the talks was un-
able to leave a Renamo base 1A central Mozambique
because of heavy rains. This is exactly the same
excuse that Renamo used for its delay in appearing
at the ninth round of talks in November, and it is
less than credible.

January is the height of the rainy season in
central Mozambique, so there is nothing surprising
or abnormal about heavy rains in the Renamo
strongholds south of the Zambezi river. Rain would
not stop the Renamo delegation walking to Malawi,
the country through which they normally transit en
route to Rome, though it might make it difficult for
light planes to land if the plan was to airlift the
delegation out of Mozambique.

The talks did not begin until 22 January. Before
his departure for Rome on the night of 20 January,
the chief government negotiator, Transport Minister
Armando Guebuza, told reporters that, contrary to
initial expectations, the tenth round would not deal
with military matters (such as the mechanisms for
forming a single, non-party army). Instead. it would
simply conclude the discussions on "political is-
sues” begun at the ninth round. Essentially, this
part of the agenda concerns a new electoral law, and

the timetable for Mozambique's first multi-party
elections. -

Mr Guebuza said that, at the last minute, Renamo
had suddenly announced that it was not yet ready
to discuss the military points on the agenda. Thus
the idea of including military experts in the govern-
ment delegation had to be dropped.

Asked whether he expected peace to be achieved
this year, MrGuebuza declined to make any predic-
tion. He pointed out that, back in 1990, Renamo
had claimed that the only significant obstacle to a
peace accord was the presence of Zimbabwean
troops. .

So an agreement was signed on 1 December 1990
restricting Zimbabwean forces in Mozambique to
the two rail corridors linking Zimbabwe to the In-
dian Ocean. But this did not bring peace any nearer,
as Renamo found more and more reasons to prolong
the negotiations.

Mr Guebuza noted that in 1991 months had been
spent simply discussing the law on political parties:
even though, in December 1990, Renamo had given
its assent to the text that was approved by the
Mozambican parliament, the Assembly of the
Republic.

The talks were based on a document drawn up by
the Italian government and Catholic Church
mediators dealing mainly with a new electoral law.
Renamo swiftly issued a counter-proposal, which
contained several demands which the government
found unacceptable and undemocratic.
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The Renamo delegation demanded that the elec-
tions should be held by proportional representation
in multi-member constituencies. Although this will
probably require a constitutional amendment (the
constitution currently says "results of elections
shall be established according to the system of
majority vote” - which is interpreted as meaning a
first-past-the-post system), the government did not
object to this.

But Renamo then went on to deny the very pur-
pose of proportional representation by seeking an
extraordinarily high threshold before a party could
gain any representation in the new parliament.

Renamo proposed setting the threshold at 20 per
cent - any party winning fewer votes than this
would not receive any seats. The Mozambican.elec-
torate is estimated at arourd eight miilion:
Renamo’s proposal would mean that a party could
recetve over one and a half million votes and still
have no members of parliament.

Renamo also proposed that coalitions, whether
for electoral campaigns or for the formation of a
government, should be banned by law. AIM is not
aware of any country where coalitions are banned:
the host country for the talks, Italy, has been
governed by coalitions for most of the last 50 years.

" A further proposal the government found objec-
tionable was a demand that the future parliament
should, as its first priority, even before a new
government is sworn in, amend the constitution.
The government did not see how the Rome talks
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could possibly dictate priorities to a sovereign body
that has not even been elected yet. The government
has no objection to constitutional amendments,
provided these are carried out within the terms of
the constitution, but argued that any parliament
must be free to set its own priorities.

On the age at which citizens can be elected to
parliament, Renamo also took a restrictive position.
It proposed that while the voting age should-be 18.
only those citizens older than 25 should be eligible
for election. Renamo argued that while 18 year olds
may have sufficient responsibility to vote, they may
not possess the "maturity” required of a member of
parliament.

The government pointed out that the Mozam-
bican population is overwhelmingly young, with a
relatively short life expectancy. These factors made
the Renamo proposal "unrealistic”.

An interview given to aM by the head of the
Renamo delegation, Raul Domingos, shed some
light onto Renamo thinking on the elections. notab-
ly its attempt to marginalise all newly emerging
non-violent opposition parties.

Domingos said there should be a "barrier” to
prevent "a proliferation of unrepresentative par-
ties”. He justified this position on the grounds that
a future parliament would find it difficult to func-
tion and take decisions if it were full of small parties.

The ban on coalitions, he said, was designed to
prevent the ruling Frelimo Party from entering into
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alllances with "phoney parties, created merely to
divide other opposition forces".

Thus Domingos came close to admitting that
Renamo is still trying to force Mozambican politics
into a bipolar mould, to reduce a multi-party system
to a two-party system ~ itself and Frelimo. Persist-
ently, Renamo has dismissed the new opposition
parties as "satellites" of Frelimo, without producing
any evidence for this conspiracy theory.

As for the timing of the general elections, the two
sides had agreed in December that these would be
held within a year of a ceasefire. But Renamo now
backtracked, and suggested.that a clause be in-
serted into the election law' whereby the elections
could be postponed if the time allocated was con-
sidered to be "insufficient” for all the preparations.

The government did not agree that a year could
possibly be "insufficient”. Throughout the negotia-
tions the government had been trying, without
success, to hold Renamo to specific timetables. To
admit the possibility of postponing the elections
would open the door to indefinite delay.

For Renamo, the management and control of the
entire electoral process should be in the hands of a
national election commission formed by repre-
sentatives of all the parties that are standing: the
government would only have a significant role in
logistical matters.

The government regards this as yet another
Renamo attempt to chip away at its sovereignty. It
regards any such national cornmission as a state,
and not a party body, and as such its members
should be appointed by the government. The role of
political parties should be to safeguard against any
electoral malpractice by ensuring that their mem-
bers are posted to the supervisory bodies at all the
polling stations.

With the talks near deadlock, the United states
intervened, just as it had in the eighth round in
October 1991. The Deputy Assistant Secretary of
State for African Affairs, Jeffrey Davidow, flew to
Rome and met separately with both delegations on
31 January. According to sources in Washington,
he was bearing messages to both sides expressing
the United States’ impatience at the slow pace of the
negotiations.

The same sources sald that the American
diplomat had also asked for a direct meeting with
the Renamo commander, Afonso Dhlakama. In-
credibly, Dhlakama snubbed Davidow, saying that
the moment was "not opportune" for a meeting.

Davidow struck an optimistic note at the meet-
ings, and sources close to the talks told AIM that he
had expressed satisfaction at the progress since
October {referring to the protocols signed in October
and November on general political principles and on
the mechanisms for forming and registering politi-
cal partles).

He claimed to have noted "a change of attitude”
on the part of Renamo, that was now taking a more
constructive approach to the talks.




