US Court Blocks Subpoena Of UN Oil-for-Food Investigator
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UNITED NATIONS (AP)--The United Nations won an initial victory in federal court Monday blocking a former investigator from giving Congress documents that he took with him when he quit a probe of the Iraq oil-for-food program.

U.S. District Judge Ricardo Urbina in Washington issued the temporary restraining order in the effort by the U.N. to quash three congressional subpoenas for Robert Parton. The ex-FBI agent quit the U.N.-appointed Independent Inquiry Committee in April, reportedly because he believed it ignored evidence critical of U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

The court order freezes the legal issues, giving the two sides a 10-day window to attempt to resolve the matter.

Parton has already turned over documents from the investigation to the House International Relations Committee in response to a subpoena. He is also under subpoena from two other House investigations.

The chief of the U.N.-appointed investigative committee, former Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker, sought the court petition, and the United Nations filed it on his behalf. Volcker said release of the documents could jeopardize his investigation and put witnesses' lives at risk.

"This action is out of concern for the protection of the witnesses and the confidentiality of the investigation," Volcker's committee said in a statement prior to the ruling.

Annan created the Volcker probe last year to investigate fraud in the $64 billion program, but the probe has itself been thrust into the spotlight over accusations that it covered up evidence critical of the U.N. leader.

The oil-for-food program allowed Saddam Hussein's government to sell oil and use the proceeds to buy food, medicine and humanitarian goods during the U.N. trade embargo, but it became a tool with which the Iraqi dictator stole billions of dollars.

In an interim report March 29, Volcker's panel concluded there wasn't enough evidence to prove Annan influenced the awarding of an oil-for-food contract to a Swiss company that employed his son, Kojo Annan.

But it faulted him for not properly investigating allegations of conflict of interest in the awarding of the contract, and Volcker's committee denies it ignored any facts about Annan.

Volcker's committee claims Parton is still subject to U.N. immunity and therefore exempt from congressional subpoenas. It has accused him of violating his confidentiality agreement by taking the documents when he quit.

In a statement released through his lawyer Monday, Parton said he kept the documents "because of my concern that the investigative process and conclusions were flawed."

Parton said he had repeatedly expressed his concerns to the committee and wanted to keep a record that showed he wasn't associated with the conclusions it made.

In another statement Monday prior to the court ruling, Parton's lawyer, Lanny Davis, said Parton would comply with the congressional subpoenas unless the court ordered him not to.

"We trust and expect that if a federal court so orders, the Congress will refrain from seeking to hold Mr. Parton in contempt," Davis wrote.

