Darfurian Rebel Commander to Face War Crimes Charges
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PARIS - A Darfurian rebel leader accused of participating in the killing

of African peacekeepers in 2007 arrived in The Hague on Sunday to face war crimes

charges before the International Criminal Court, a court statement said.

The commander, Bahr Idriss Abu Garda, was charged by the court's

prosecutor last year and recently received a court summons, though he

was not facing an arrest warrant.

He is the leader of the United Resistance Front, which is fighting the

Sudanese government in the western Darfur region. It is one of several groups

accused of involvement in an attack in September 2007 in which Darfurian

rebels raided an African Union base, killing 12 peacekeepers and

seriously wounding eight.

The rebel leader is expected to face a judge on Monday afternoon, making

him the first person to appear in the court as a result of its Darfur

investigation, which began in June 2005. Two leaders from different

rebel groups, also sought by the prosecutor for the same attack, have

sent word through mediators that they are also willing to go to The

Hague, a court official said. Their names have not been disclosed.

The voluntary surrender of Abu Garda, and possibly the two others, is a

clear and deliberate contrast to the reaction of Sudanese government

leaders, who have vilified the court since it issued arrest warrants

against them, including President Omar Hassan al-Bashir.

"We want to set an example to the Sudanese leadership and others accused

in Sudan," said Tadjadine Niam, a member of the Darfurian delegation

traveling with Abu Garda, in a telephone interview. "We believe the

court is independent and impartial. Let the others also come to the

court."

Mr. Niam said his group could make no further comments until after the

hearing on Monday. Abu Garda has earlier said he had no problem going to

The Hague because he was not involved in the attack.

The statement from the court said that Abu Garda, a member of the

Zaghawa tribe of Sudan, was charged with three war crimes related to the

attack on the African Union mission at Haskanita in Darfur. That mission

has since developed into a much larger contingent of United Nations peacekeepers.

But the larger force has still been unable to end fighting between

Darfurian rebels and the Sudanese government and its Arab allies, in

which an estimated 200,000 people have been killed and more than two

million have been turned into refugees.

Aid workers say that the situation in Darfur has worsened since the

arrest warrant; was issued for Mr. Bashir in March. He responded by expelling international

aid agencies that provide vital supplies for up to a million people in

the region and surrounding areas.

Abu Garda's court appearance on Monday is expected to be a brief

formality. Although he is still a free man, and may remain so until

further notice, the Dutch authorities said they had asked that he be

confined to his quarters and leave only to visit the court.

