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NYALA, Sudan (AFP) — Preparations for the UN peacekeeping mission to Darfur are running months behind schedule and barely a third of the planned number of forces will deploy on time, its commander said Saturday.

"It was stated that by the end of August we would know all the troop contribution countries. Today we're in December. We don't know so you can see how many months we are behind," General Martin Luther Agwai told reporters.

Best case scenario would be 9,000 personnel on the ground when the mandate begins on January 1, but that will include the some 6,200 troops currently in Darfur in the African Union mission to merge into the UN command he said.

Nine thousand is just over a third of the 26,000 envisaged for the joint African Union-United Nations force and the number that Agwai, from Nigeria, described the "barest minimum of what is required."

Getting the force off the ground has been beset by logistics problems and still no country has donated any of the 24 helicopters -- vital if the mission across territory the size of Texas -- is to be effective.

"In any society if people are disappointed that will be expressed in so many ways. One of them could be in a violent way and then all of us trying to save Darfur will go back to square one," said Agwai.

"If we're going to have another round of violence in Darfur then that would be unfortunate," he said.

The United Nations has complained that Sudanese government red tape and lack of resources are delaying the deployment of the peacekeepers.

Khartoum has also refused to accept contingents from Scandinavia, Thailand and Nepal as part of the majority African force.

War between black tribes and government-backed Arabs has left more than 200,000 people dead from fighting, famine and disease since 2003, according to international organisations.

Another 2.2 million have been displaced in what the United Nations has called the biggest humanitarian crisis facing the world today.

