Oil-for-food chief 'has overseas accounts'
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Investigators in the Iraqi oil-for-food scandal have discovered a network of overseas bank accounts operated by Benon Sevan, the former head of the United Nations programme, who is the subject of a criminal inquiry by New York prosecutors.

Officials from investigative agencies, including the UN's Volcker inquiry, say that Mr Sevan has accounts in his native Cyprus, Turkey and Switzerland.

The first interim report from the inquiry, published in February, criticised Mr Sevan for a "grave and continuing" conflict of interest over oil export vouchers from Saddam Hussein, which he solicited for an oil trading company in Panama.

The investigators, who described his conduct as "ethically improper" estimated that it had netted the company about $1.5 million.

Mr Sevan denies the allegations that he steered Iraqi oil to the trading company as part of a system of bribes and kickbacks.

The inquiry said that the origins of $160,000 received by Mr Sevan remained a mystery, although Mr Sevan said that he had been left the money by an aunt. 

The investigators said that the aunt's lifestyle and modest pension were not consistent with such large sums. 

The oil-for-food programme, which was designed to ease the impact of sanctions and was overseen by the UN, is believed to have allowed Saddam Hussein to make up to $10 billion (£5.46 billion) in illicit revenue.

A Volcker committee spokesman said that "new material" had been found in connection with Mr Sevan, and that his role would be a focus of the third interim report due out at the end of this month.

Robert Morgenthau, the Manhattan District Attorney, said that he had sent a formal request to the UN for all documents relating to Mr Sevan and for the details of the foreign bank accounts.

Investigators have asked the relevant banks for details of all transactions, but because of strict laws governing banking secrecy in all three countries, have warned that they might struggle to gain access to the accounts.

Mr Sevan's lawyer in New York, Eric Lewis, was unavailable for comment yesterday.

