Mugabe tightens grip on Zimbabwe
By Barnaby Phillips 
BBC Africa correspondent
The British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw has found time amidst the electioneering to condemn the poll, which has just seen Robert Mugabe hold on to power in Zimbabwe. Jack Straw said it was seriously flawed and did not reflect the free democratic will of the Zimbabwean people. 

Tony Blair is going to have a busy few weeks, but his great rival is feeling very relaxed, and sitting pretty. 

No, not Michael Howard. 

Down here, on Africa's southern tip we have a different perspective. 

We know that the man who really stands up to Mr Blair is none other than the President of faraway Zimbabwe, Robert Mugabe. 

Mr Mugabe has just fought, and won, an election of his own. 

He even called it the "Anti-Blair campaign". 

At every rally and press conference, Mr Mugabe rounded on Mr Blair as enemy number one, the imperialist, itching to restore white rule. 

Now, with victory secure, Mr Mugabe is choosing his new government, and working out how he can change the constitution to tighten his grip on power. 

If the past is anything to go by, this will also be a useful time to settle a few scores. 

The timing is perfect. The pope's death, the royal wedding, that British election. 

The attention of the world is elsewhere and maybe a few opposition activists need to be softened up a bit. Taught a lesson for standing up to Mr Mugabe so publicly during the election campaign. 

Zimbabwe has been the bane of my life throughout my posting in Johannesburg. 

Banned 

It has been the story in Southern Africa, but one that is always just out of reach. 

The Zimbabwean government imposed a ban on the BBC in July of 2001. 

I arrived in August of 2001. And I am due to leave in August of this year. 

I have had to report on Zimbabwe week after week, on the radio and television, for four years, without being able to go there. 

Well, almost without being able to go there. 

There have been one or two opportunities. The cricket world cup a couple of years ago, for example. 

The Zimbabweans were so eager to host some matches that they promised to allow in all sports reporters. So, for a few strange weeks we all became cricket journalists, and went to Zimbabwe. 

Other trips have been more furtive, and more frightening. 

The potential penalty for working in Zimbabwe without accreditation is two years in jail. 

Nobody wants to spend two years in a Zimbabwean jail. 

So let's just say that those other trips were very carefully planned, and short and sweet. 

So it has been frustrating. 

Not least because I have become so moved by the plight of Zimbabweans, as they struggle with repression and economic decline. 

Here in the Johannesburg bureau, we all do our best to keep in touch with Zimbabwe, talking to everyone who passes through, reading every website and chatting to friends in the country. 

But it is not the same as being there, and the longer the ban goes on, the greater the risk that we end up being out of touch with events in Zimbabwe. 

That is something we have to watch very carefully. 

Escaping abroad 

It is no consolation, but there were other people excluded from this election who have far more reason to feel aggrieved. 

Nobody knows for sure how many Zimbabweans have fled abroad during the past five years. More than three million is a common estimate. 

That is about a quarter of Zimbabwe's entire population. 

We do know that the majority have come here, to South Africa. 

I have got to know quite a few of these immigrants in recent months, and their stories are depressingly consistent. 

Some are escaping persecution and even torture, but most came here just to make a living. 

Many are well educated, eloquent people, who left their families behind. 

And life in South Africa has often been difficult. 

I have been into squalid flats in disgusting run-down blocks, where there is no running water and where 10 or 12 Zimbabweans sleep on the floor, sharing mattresses. 

I know Zimbabweans who were teachers at home, but who work here as housemaids, security guards, waiters, or who just sell whatever they can on the streets. 

Last week, I met James. I have changed his name to keep him safe. 

In Zimbabwe, he was an air-conditioning technician, who was threatened by the security forces because he was a union activist. 

He said people would come up to him, and tell him they knew where he lived. 

"They would say, 'don't be surprised if you wake up one day in hospital, or something happens which is even worse'. What kind of life is that?" 

So James decided to leave and now his life is miserable. 

He shares a room with drunks and drop-outs, it is the only place he can afford, and survives on occasional work. 

If things were better at home, he would go back at the drop of a hat. 

So, not surprisingly, James followed last month's elections very closely. 

Excluded 

He had a huge interest in how they turned out, but, and here is the problem, he had no say. 

Zimbabweans abroad are not allowed to vote. 

President Mugabe has decided that the people who ran away from his rule, must not threaten his grip on power. 

There is a huge irony in all of this. 

When James does put together a few pounds he does what most Zimbabwean exiles do, he sends money back to his destitute family. 

Last year Zimbabwean exiles sent home about £60 million. 

In other words, the diaspora, driven from home and denied the vote, is now helping to keep Zimbabwe from total collapse. 

And, by implication, helping to keep President Mugabe in power. Which, come to think of it, is all very convenient. 

No one could accuse the Zimbabwean leader of being naive. 

Which is just as well because if you want to outfox Tony Blair, you need to keep your wits about you. 

