Omar al-Bashir may face new charges for ousting aid agencies from Sudan
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The United Nations may level another war crime charge against Sudan's President after he ordered the expulsion of 13 aid agencies. The expulsion order came moments after the International Criminal Court (ICC) issued a warrant on Wednesday for Omar al-Bashir's arrest for war crimes and crimes against humanity during the "scorched earth" campaign in Darfur.

The UN warned that the expulsion of the aid agencies, including Save the Children and Oxfam, placed the lives of more than a million people in jeopardy. Together they deliver more than half the aid reaching Darfur, the largest humanitarian operation in the world. Susan Rice, US Ambassador to the UN, called the Sudanese government's action reckless.

Officials at the UN Human Rights office are examining whether the expulsion order breaches Geneva Convention laws prohibiting the deliberate blocking of humanitarian aid in a conflict zone.

"To punish civilians because of a decision of the ICC is a grievous dereliction of the Government's duty to protect its own people," Rupert Colville, the UN's Human Rights spokesman, said.

That could ultimately result in another war crimes charge for Mr al-Bashir. He has escaped charges of genocide but was indicted on five counts of crimes against humanity: murder, extermination, forcible transfer, torture and rape. He also faces two counts of war crimes.

Khartoum accused the aid organisations of providing evidence to the court – a charge they deny. Security forces and government officials have repeatedly harassed and obstructed aid workers in Darfur in an attempt to deter them from operating there and witnessing abuses.

There are fears that governments in other countries may also try to restrict aid access in conflict zones, in the belief that what the workers witness could land other leaders in the dock at The Hague. Zimbabwe suspended field operations by international organisations last summer while a campaign of state-sponsored terror was waged against the Opposition.

In addition to Darfur, the expulsion order leaves a large swathe of Sudan's oil-rich, hotly contested border regions without humanitarian cover. The UN Security Council was due to meet yesterday to discuss the expulsion.

Khartoum is seeking to cast Mr al-Bashir's indictment as a battle between the developing world and "white man's justice". Envoys from Iran, Syria and Hamas flew to Khartoum yesterday to lend support as thousands rallied after Friday prayers in protest at the warrant.

