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UNITED NATIONS (AP) -- Allegations of sexual abuse against U.N. peacekeepers remain unacceptably high and a ban on using prostitutes is meeting opposition from some troops and staff, senior U.N. officials said Thursday.

Despite the U.N.'s policy of zero tolerance for peacekeepers, much more must be done to implement a recently revised code of conduct, the officials said.

The U.N. peacekeeping department instituted the new policy last year following an investigation that found that peacekeepers in Congo had sex with Congolese women and girls, usually in exchange for food or small sums of money. Cases of sexual abuse have also been reported in other peacekeeping missions from Bosnia and Kosovo to Cambodia, East Timor and West Africa.

Jordan's U.N. Ambassador Prince Zeid al Hussein, the advisor to Secretary-General Kofi Annan on sexual abuse and exploitation, told an open meeting of the U.N. Security Council that while there has been ''some measure of success'' in trying to combat the problem, ''allegations being lodged against U.N. peacekeeping personnel remain high and unacceptably so.''

U.S. Ambassador John Bolton called sexual exploitation by peacekeepers ''arguably one of the greatest stains in U.N. history.''

The United Nations must act not only to pursue justice but to establish institutions, training and oversight bodies to ensure that there is no further abuse, he said.

''We cannot wait months and years while more children are exploited and the reputation of U.N. peacekeepers continues to decline,'' Bolton said.

Zeid and Undersecretary-General for Peacekeeping Jean-Marie Guehenno called on the 120 countries that contribute the 85,000 troops and civilians to 18 peacekeeping missions to make an even greater effort to fight the problem as the United Nations also steps up efforts to punish offenders.

''The single measure that would do the most to reduce the level of allegations and strengthen the policy of zero tolerance against sexual exploitation and abuse,'' Guehenno said, ''is if all troop contingents had an active and effective policy against all prostitution in mission areas.''

Last year, Guehenno said, 296 allegations of sexual exploitation and abuse against U.N. peacekeeping personnel were investigated -- 191 against troops, 84 against civilians and 21 against international police. So far, 17 civilians, 16 police and 137 military personnel have been dismissed or repatriated including six commanders, he said.

In combatting sexual exploitation, Zeid stressed ''how hard it is to change a culture of dismissiveness, long developed within ourselves, in our own countries and in the mission areas.''

Zeid and Guehenno said the United Nations is acting on many fronts -- but they told reporters after the meeting it will take three or four years to change the culture and end sexual exploitation.

