French judge ends oil-for-food probe
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PARIS  - A French magistrate has wrapped up his investigation into alleged corruption in the U.N. oil-for-food program for Iraq, judicial officials said Thursday.

Magistrate Philippe Courroye closed his investigation last week, the officials said, speaking on condition of anonymity because details of the case have not been released.

French officials have filed preliminary charges against 15 people in the case. The newly appointed chief executive of Total SA oil giant, Christophe de Margerie, was handed preliminary charges, as were former Interior Minister Charles Pasqua and two former high-ranking diplomats.

Those implicated in the case have 20 days to request further investigative work from the judge. The case will be handed to prosecutors, who must determine whether they should be sent to trial.

The oil-for-food program, from 1996 to 2003, permitted the Iraqi government to sell oil primarily to buy humanitarian goods. It was designed to help Iraqis cope with U.N. sanctions, but authorities said the program was corrupted because Saddam Hussein was allowed to choose the buyers of Iraqi oil and the sellers of humanitarian goods.

The French investigation was opened in 2002 on the basis of suspicious funds transferred from 1997 to 2001 between Total subsidiaries and companies based abroad.

The two former diplomats investigated in the case are France's former U.N. Ambassador Jean-Bernard Merimee and Serge Boidevaix, a former secretary-general for the Foreign Ministry. Along with Pasqua, they face preliminary charges of suspected influence trafficking and corruption.

Margerie, the Total chief, faces preliminary charges of "complicity in the abuse of company assets" and "complicity in corrupting foreign officials." Investigators suspect some Total executives got around the U.N. embargo against Iraq by buying Iraqi oil through front companies. Total has always denied wrongdoing.

