UN council pushes Sudan to avoid new civil war
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By Louis Charbonneau

KHARTOUM, June 4 (Reuters) - U.N. Security Council envoys pushed Sudan's government on Wednesday to avert a return to civil war with the south and said they were hopeful a 2005 peace deal would hold despite recent clashes.

"We're not out of the woods yet but there does seem to be movement," said South Africa's U.N. Ambassador Dumisani Kumalo after talks with the Khartoum government, which followed meetings in semi-autonomous south Sudan on Tuesday.

Sudan's 2005 peace agreement ended a two-decade civil war fought along ethnic, religious and ideological lines and complicated by oil.

Recent clashes in the central town of Abyei have kindled fears of a return to all out war. Both sides covet the oil-producing region, whose future was left unsettled in the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA).

"Implementation is behind track and there's a lot of frustration, particularly in the south," Britain's U.N. Ambassador John Sawers told reporters after the council met with Vice President Ali Osman Taha to discuss the CPA.

"That frustration has contributed to the appalling events that we saw in Abyei a couple of weeks ago when the entire town was flattened and its population driven out," he said.

He said the council had brought northern and southern officials the same message -- to fully implement the CPA.

The United States suspended bilateral talks with Sudan on normalising relations on Tuesday, saying leaders from the north and south were not serious about ending clashes.

BUILD-UP

After meeting the 15 council members, Sudan's Foreign Minister Deng Alor said northern and southern Sudanese forces had been building up their strength around Abyei.

"There is tension in the area, there is build-up on both sides," he said. "We are working as parties, the National Congress and the SPLM, to defuse the situation and I think we will be able to do that."

He said the southern Sudan People's Liberation Movement (SPLM) and President Omar Hassan al-Bashir's ruling National Congress Party held talks on Abyei on Wednesday and would reconvene on Thursday.

At stake in Abyei is control of lucrative oilfields and a pipeline supplying about half of Sudan's daily 500,000 barrel output.

Speaking about talks between the SPLM and Bashir's party, Sawers said the Sudanese had told the council they were making headway but some issues were yet to be resolved.

South African U.N. Ambassador Kumalo, who along with Sawers is leading the Sudan leg of the council's 10-day tour of African hot-spots, detailed some of the agreements between the sides, which he said still needed approval of higher authorities.

He said the two sides agreed the people of Abyei should return home and that the dispute over Abyei's borders should be submitted to an international board for arbitration.

Sawers said that among the unresolved issues were the distribution of oil revenues and pulling troops out of Abyei.

The council meets Bashir on Thursday. (Editing by Matthew Tostevin) (For full Reuters Africa coverage and to have your say on the top issues, visit: africa.reuters.com/)
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