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Lift Lebanon blockade, Annan tells Israel

® Lebanese suffering ‘humiliation’
® Israeli PM sidesteps question
@ Annan pledge on captured Israeli troops

Staff and agencies
Wednesday August 30, 2006
Guardian Unlimited

Ehud Olmert and Kofi Annan. Photograph: Amos Ben
Gershom/Getty

Israel must lift its air and sea blockade of Lebanon, which the
Lebanese people see as a “humiliation and infringement of their
sovereignty”, Kofi Annan warned today.

The UN secretary general renewed his call for the removal of
the blockade at a news conference in Jerusalem with the Israeli
prime minister, Ehud Olmert. Mr Olmert made no commitments
on the blockade.

Mr Annan, who was in Israel after a trip to Lebanon earlier
this week, was seeking to strengthen the two-week-old ceasefire,
which ended 34 days of fighting between Israel and Hizbullah
fighters. He said lifting the blockade was a key step towards
helping Lebanon’s economy recover.

Israel has refused to lift the blockade, saying UN troops must
first deploy along the Lebanese border with Syria to prevent
Hizbullah rearming.

Lebanon has said it will deploy its own forces there, but not
international troops. Mr Annan has backed that approach.

Today he said Beirut was responsible for controlling
Lebanon’s borders but added that Lebanese officials had assured
him they were taking measures to stop the flow of weapons.

Mr Annan said he believed Israel’s security concerns could
be addressed. “In the meantime, I do believe the blockade should
be lifted.”

Mr Olmert did not respond specifically to Mr Annan’s
demand, saying only that the ceasefire deal must be implemented
in its entirety. “The international community must not divert its
attention” until that happened, he said.

Mr Olmert, who has been facing increasing pressure
domestically over his handling of the conflict, said he hoped the
ceasefire would provide an opening for contact between Israel
and Lebanon.

“I hope the conditions will change rapidly to allow direct
contact between the government of Israel and the government of
Lebanon to hopefully reach agreement between the two
countries.”

The ceasefire deal could be “a cornerstone to build a new
reality between Israel and Lebanon”, Mr Olmert said.

Mr Annan said he hoped soon to double to 5,000 the number
of UN troops in southern Lebanon. “We should all work together
to ensure that this time the fragile peace that we are solidifying
in Lebanon is for good, and that we are not going to see another
escalation.”

Mr Annan spoke earlier with the Israeli defence minister,
Amir Peretz, who said Israel would pull out thousands of troops
that remained in southern Lebanon once a “reasonable” number
of UN soldiers had been deployed. He did not specify a figure. UN
security council resolution 1701 calls for deployment of 15,000
peacekeepers by November 4.

Mr Annan said he would do everything he could to bring
about the release of three captured Israeli soldiers. Hizbullah
captured two soldiers on July 12 on the Israel-Lebanon border in
an incident that Israel said triggered its huge military response.
Palestinian militants linked with Hamas seized a third Israeli
soldier in late June.

Mr Annan said he had met Hizbullah officials in Lebanon,
and had the impression the soldiers were still alive.

On a visit to the devastated south of Lebanon yesterday, Mr
Amnnan said the fates of the abducted soldiers, as well as that of
Lebanese prisoners held in Israel, were “serious irritants” to the
truce.

Mr Annan’s next destination is the West Bank, where he will
meet the Palestinian president, Mahmoud Abbas. UN aides have
said he will also travel to Syria and Iran, Hizbullah’s main
backers, later in the week.

Worried MPs plot to force Blair exit date

Backbenchers in marginals swelling numbers
wanting clear departure plan

Patrick Wintour, political editor
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The Guardian

% Fears of Labour election losses
. in marginal seats, especially in
the south-east of England, are
prompting renewed discussion
among the party’s MPs about
whether they should
collectively and publicly
demand that Tony Blair use his
party conference speech to set
out a clear timetable for when
he will stand down.

Blairites argue that a letter
calling for a timetable from the
prime minister would be
misjudged, since it would be
seen as divisive within the
party and would only have a
political impact if a large
number of MPs signed up to it.
But supporters of such a move
argue that they could assemble
big numbers going well beyond
the ranks of serial rebel MPs.
They could include previously
loyal MPs such as Martin
Linton, Mike Gapes, Kitty
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Ussher and Jim Dowd, who have recently criticised the prime
minister, especially over the impact of his foreign policy.

An alternative option of tabling an emergency motion at the
party conference in September is likely to be rejected since it
would require the support of the unions to be carried. The
motion would have called for Labour’s national executive to take
over preparations of a timetable for a leadership election.

But it is widely accepted by opponents of Mr Blair that
Gordon Brown would be seriously damaged politically if he was
seen to take over the leadership as a result of a drive led by the
union bloc vote.

Mr Brown and his allies are not involved in the latest round
of plotting, and yesterday his leading ally, the Treasury minister
Ed Balls, again called on the party to avoid factionalism, and
reminded it of the dangers of a bloody transfer of power like the
one that marked the end of Thatcherism.

Some Labour MPs had considered signing a letter calling on
Mr Blair to stand down in May after the local elections, but the
organisers held back after they believed the prime minister had
given a clear indication at a meeting of the parliamentary party
that he would stand down within a year.

In the past few days a series of Blairite cabinet ministers, as
well as his official spokeswoman, have insisted that he has a full
agenda, including cutting hospital waiting times, social
exclusion, the Middle East, and the impact of globalisation on
security.

This has prompted some MPs to argue that they need to

raise the political pressure, probably through the form of a letter
demanding that a timetable for Mr Blair’s departure is clear by
the end of his party conference speech.

They point to growing signs that formerly loyal MPs, notably
in London and the south-east, are voicing fears that Mr Blair
needs to go quickly if the party is to see off the growing
challenge posed by David Cameron. A Guardian/ICM poll last
week showed Labour at a 19-year low and the Tories with a
nine-point lead, their strongest position for 14 years.

Before leaving for his holidays, Mr Blair told allies that he
wanted to clarify his intentions well before the party conference,
with a Downing Street press conference mooted as the most
likely forum. Mr Blair wants to lead a debate on the future of
New Labour and the challenges of the next 10 years ahead of the
party conference.

His political allies argue that this may be impossible without
the party and the media having a clearer view of the date when
he will stand down.

The prime minister is planning three big speeches over the
next fortnight, including one to the TUC on September 12.

Mr Blair’s so-called political outriders, the former cabinet
ministers Stephen Byers and Alan Milburn, are also expected to
make policy-rich speeches in the next fortnight designed to
influence the Treasury’s comprehensive spending review.

They argue that more than 10 years after Labour revised
Clause 4, the party needs a new “Clause 4 moment”, in which it
decides whether the post-Blair agenda will be New Labour.
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