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Accusations Against Leader of Sudan Fuel Debate 

By NEIL MacFARQUHAR

UNITED NATIONS — The possibility that the International Criminal Court might indict President Omar Hassan al-Bashir of Sudan on charges of genocide and war crimes in the coming months prompted an intense tug of war at the United Nations General Assembly that ended Monday. 

Although Darfur took a back seat to other issues at the General Assembly, United Nations officials emerged with a commitment for 18 helicopters for the peacekeeping force there from Ukraine. There were so many conditions attached by Ukraine, however, including using private contractors and getting approval from the embattled Parliament, that it remained unclear whether a solution for the long quest for 24 helicopters had really been found. 

African and Arab leaders denounced President Bashir’s possible indictment from the podium and sent a request via Secretary General Ban Ki-moon to the Security Council that it suspend any such court action.

Although the court, based in The Hague, is not expected to act until the end of the year at the earliest, deferring the indictment is “the most expedient thing to do now,” said Jakaya Mrisho Kikwete, the president of Tanzania and current chairman of the African Union. Allowing an indictment to proceed would endanger humanitarian aid and peacekeeping operations, he said. 

Mr. Ban has tried to remain neutral, telling African and other leaders that the court is independent and outside his purview. His legal counsel advised him to avoid interaction with Mr. Bashir as much as possible to preserve his neutrality, aides said.

The African Union forwarded to the Council an 18-page Sudanese government report outlining its efforts to end the Darfur crisis. It said those being investigated for crimes included Ali Kushayb, a militia leader already indicted by the international court. 

Human rights organizations dismiss Sudan’s Darfur court as a smoke screen occasionally deployed by Mr. Bashir’s government. 

Ultimately, only the Council can direct the international court’s actions, and the court’s supporters on it say they are counting on the fact that they enjoy a thin 8-to-7 edge over opponents as likely to prevent any intervention for now. 

Still, human rights activists continue lobbying. Two Nobel peace laureates, Jody Williams and Wangari Maathai, came to the United Nations on Monday with the actress Mia Farrow to support the court. 

Although Africa has come a long way since the days of the murderous Ugandan dictator Idi Amin, Ms. Maathai, a Kenyan, said, “It is completely unacceptable that an African leader would be tolerated to commit genocide or gross violations of human rights and be accepted within the African leadership.”

British and French leaders were also questioned about reports that they were negotiating to suspend the indictment if, in exchange, Mr. Bashir turned over two senior aides already indicted and improved the overall situation in Darfur. The French president, Nicolas Sarkozy, said last week that the main aim was to change the situation on the ground, so there was no possibility of a suspension “unless there is a radical and immediate change in Sudanese policies.”
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