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UN Security Council foreign ministers yesterday unanimously agreed to measures that threaten the heart of the Syrian regime, demanding it detain any individuals suspected of plotting the February murder of former Lebanese prime minister Rafiq Hariri.

An international investigation, extended until at least mid-December, determined in October that the assassination could not have taken place without the approval of top-ranking Syrian officials.

Its draft report, later edited for public consumption, cited witness testimony suggesting both Syrian president Bashar al-Assad's brother and brother-in-law could be implicated, although neither has been formally named as suspects.

Yesterday's resolution, adopted under the powerful chapter 7 provisions of the UN charter, warned that if Syria did not begin co-operating with the investigation, the Council could, if necessary, "consider further action".

It noted that Syria had so far co-operated in "form but not in substance", and that several Syrian officials had tried to mislead the investigators. In order to win the support of Russia and others, the Franco-US text, backed by Britain, stepped back from a specific threat of economic sanctions under article 41 of the UN charter.

Condoleezza Rice, the US secretary of state, nevertheless warned that failure to comply with UN demands would lead to "serious consequences from the international community".

Jack Straw, the British foreign secretary, said the assassination "seemed to suggest that there were people, maybe countries, ready to resolve political difficulties by resorting to the medieval practice of political assassination. This UN would be seriously undermined if we were to turn a blind eye to this practice".

The resolution gives Detlev Mehlis, the German prosecutor in charge of the international investigation, the power to name individual suspects subject to an international travel ban and asset freeze, although the measures would need the agreement of a councilcommittee. The resolution also grants him significant authority to pursue his investigation in Syria,including "full access toall documentary, testi-monial and physicalinformation and evidence" he deems relevant.

That has invited some comparison to Hans Blix and the UN weapons inspectors, who in 2002 were charged with investigating Iraq's alleged weapons programme. The UN secretariat has previously expressed discomfort at becoming a kind of Middle East investigation agency.

At the insistence of Russia and others, a Council committee will now register any suspects and approve any exceptions to the measures. An earlier draft threat of sanctions had prompted objections from Russia, China and Algeria, who warned against any abandonment of the presumption of innocence, and against extending the investigation to the political arena.

Sergey Lavrov, Russia's foreign minister, said: "The Security Council is not an investigative organ, and it would not be right to mix the legal investigation with international relations."

Syrians yesterday reacted with anxiety to the UN resolution. "I don't think it matters if it mentioned sanctions or not," said political analyst Marwan Kabalan from Damascus University. "We are the focus of the Security Council and that is what counts."

Many in Damascus regard the unanimous adoption of the resolution as a sign that the US has been successful in winning international support for its policy towards Syria, said Mr Kabalan. He said he thought the resolution "might encourage Syria to co-operate" because the government was now aware of the seriousness of the situation. George Jabbour, a Syrian MP close to the government, said the resolution was more "antagonistic" than expected.

One foreign diplomat described the atmosphere among many ordinary Syrians as "verging on panic". But he said the government was showing some signs of starting to co-operate with the international probe through the formation of its own commission of inquiry.

But among opposition figures in the tightly controlled country, the reaction was more critical of the government.

Writer and former political prisoner Yassin Haj Saleh said he was happy that the Security Council had not called for sanctions at this point. "Sanctions would have given them a pretext to say that the regime and the people are one, and that is not the case."

Haj Saleh dismissed the government's formation of a commission of inquiry. He said no Syrian judge "will have the courage" to summon the close family members of president Bashar al-Assad.

