July 12, 2008

Pursuit of Sudan’s Leader Incites Debate 

By NEIL MACFARQUHAR
UNITED NATIONS — The International Criminal Court’s pursuit of Sudan’s president set off fierce debate at the United Nations on Friday, with the Sudanese ambassador accusing the court of trying to destabilize his country and Secretary General Ban Ki-moon expressing concern about the safety of United Nations personnel in the African nation.

Luis Moreno-Ocampo, the chief prosecutor at the court, is expected to announce on Monday that he is seeking an arrest warrant for President Omar Hassan al-Bashir of Sudan in connection with the widespread killing of civilians in the Darfur region since 2003. The United Nations estimates that the conflict has left 300,000 people dead and 2.7 million displaced, and some diplomats worry that the Sudanese will retaliate against the prosecutor’s move by evicting the relief agencies that the civilians depend on to survive. 

In anticipation of Monday’s announcement, United Nations officials and diplomats said, tense meetings were held throughout the day, with China, Russia and the African Union arguing that the indictment should not proceed, and the United States and Europe countering that the judicial process had to be allowed to work independently. 

China was outspoken in its opposition, with its ambassador, Wang Guangya, announcing that he had significant concerns. 

“I don’t see any positive scenario,” he told reporters, saying the prosecutor’s request for an arrest warrant would jeopardize efforts to negotiate peace, strengthen peacekeeping operations and supply the humanitarian needs of the civilian population. “If we want to achieve peace there we have to have cooperation from all the political parties in Sudan.”

Concerns about the fallout were focused on two levels — any immediate, short-term attempt by the Sudanese government or others to take out their anger on United Nations staff members in the country, and the longer-term consequences for negotiating a peace with the country’s fractious rebel movements. 

On the first issue, Mr. Ban held a meeting with the ambassadors of the five permanent members of the Security Council to express his concern about the safety of all the United Nations personnel in the country. Workers there have been told to prepare themselves for the possible ramifications of the prosecutor’s announcement, United Nations officials said. 

Seven international peacekeepers were killed and 22 were wounded in an attack on Tuesday. In a briefing to the Security Council, Jean-Marie Guéhenno , the departing under secretary general for peacekeeping operations, said the attacks came at a particularly vulnerable time for the operations in Darfur, as the peacekeeping forces have been trying to build up their units and get convoys across Sudan. 
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