Lawyer: U.N. to accuse former oil-for-food chief
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UNITED NATIONS (CNN) -- An investigative committee plans to accuse Benon Sevan, former head of the U.N. oil-for-food program for Iraq, of accepting money from illegal oil deals, his lawyer said Thursday.
A spokesman for the U.N.-appointed Independent Inquiry Committee declined comment, and said findings on Sevan's role will be released Tuesday.

Sevan's lawyer, Eric Lewis, vehemently denied the allegations in a lengthy written statement after the IIC gave him an advance copy of its findings last week.

"The fact is, the committee's allegations are baseless -- Mr. Sevan never took a penny, as he has said from the beginning," Lewis said. "The IIC is and, since the beginning of its efforts, has been on a mission to scapegoat Mr. Sevan in a misguided attempt to spare the United Nations criticism and deflect attention away from the conduct of others."

The committee, led by Paul Volcker, former chairman of the Federal Reserve, will contend that Sevan took money from the small trading company American Middle Eastern Petroleum to help it secure lucrative oil contracts from Saddam Hussein's regime, Lewis said.

The attorney said the committee is accusing Sevan of acting "in concert" with Eric Nadler, a friend related to AMEP's owner, Fakhry Abdelnour. Volcker's panel will cite as evidence telephone contacts with Nadler that occurred during "significant periods" such as "just before and after" oil allocations and contract negotiations.

In the committee's first report, released in February, Volcker said Sevan "repeatedly solicited," on behalf of AMEP, several million barrels of oil worth about $1 million between 1998 and 2001.

"Mr. Sevan placed himself in a grave and continuing conflict-of-interest situation that violated explicit U.N. rules and violated the standards of integrity essential to a high-level international civil servant," Volcker said.

AMEP admitted to IIC investigators it paid an illegal surcharge of $160,000 in October 2001 to guarantee oil contracts from Iraq.

According to U.N. financial disclosure forms, Sevan received $160,000 in four cash payments from 1999 to 2003. He described them on financial disclosure forms as cash from an aunt, a retired government photographer who lives in Cyprus.

"According to a longtime family friend, she never had shown signs of having access to large amounts of cash," the February IIC report stated.

Iraq provided the oil to Sevan in an effort to gain his support on several issues, including the repair and rebuilding of Iraq's infrastructure, Volcker said in the first report.

"There is no evidence to show, and it is not credible to argue, that Mr. Sevan, who spent forty years with the U.N. and ran a $64 billion program, would jeopardize his career for $160,000, trust a person he had never met (Abdelnour) to carry out the scheme and report the proceeds on his U.N. financial disclosure forms," Lewis said.

He said the latest report accuses Sevan of not cooperating with the investigation, on the grounds that Sevan has refused in-person interviews with IIC investigators since January. The lawyer said Sevan agreed in April to respond to written questions but the committee rejected the offer.

"We did this because his inability to remember a few meetings and telephone calls from years ago was seen as evidence of his dishonesty, and we did it to protect him, as the IIC has for many months been funneling information from its investigation to criminal prosecutors in Manhattan who are also investigating him," Lewis told CNN.

Sevan is the focus of an investigation by the U.S. attorney's office for the Southern District of New York into the oil-for-food program.

The United Nations is paying Sevan one dollar a year so that he would be available to talk with IIC investigators. The salary is a symbolic amount needed to keep the visa that allows Sevan to remain in the United States. He is now in his native country, Cyprus, where, Lewis said, he will likely be when the IIC report comes out in New York.

Sevan, 67, oversaw the program from shortly after its launch in 1996 to after the fall of Saddam in 2003.

The United Nations set up the program to provide food and medical supplies to the Iraqi people, who were suffering from years of sanctions imposed by the Security Council in 1990 after Iraq invaded Kuwait.

The program was designed to allow Iraq to sell some of its oil and use the funds to buy humanitarian supplies for its citizens. By the time the program ended in November 2003, it had brought some $38 billion in humanitarian supplies into the country, according to U.N. figures.

Allegations of corruption haunted the program from its inception, but the controversy gained momentum with the discovery of Iraqi documents alleging U.N. officials and others profited from the oil sales.

Charges of misconduct first appeared in January 2004 in an Iraqi newspaper, Al Mada, which ran a list of 270 former Iraqi Cabinet members, diplomats, company officials and journalists suspected of profiting from the program by making private deals with Saddam's government.

In March 2004, an official from the General Accounting Office, the investigative arm of Congress, told a subcommittee of the U.S. House of Representatives that Saddam personally made $10.1 billion between 1997 and 2002 -- $4.4 billion from oil sold through the program and the rest through smuggling.

U.S. investigators have said Iraq's government took in about $21 billion by circumventing the sanctions imposed on Iraq, and congressional committees are investigating the issue.

