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UNITED NATIONS -- President Bush challenged the United Nations on Wednesday "to be something more than an empty debating society," but U.N. envoys said they need to see strong evidence next week from Secretary of State Colin Powell that war may be necessary to disarm Iraq. 

While welcoming Bush's decision to send Powell to the U.N. Security Council, some ambassadors said the president had repeated old arguments against Iraq in his State of the Union address Tuesday and that Powell should bring new information to New York.

"We would like to see undeniable proof, OK?" Russian envoy Sergei Lavrov said when a reporter asked him what it would take to convince him that war is warranted. As the Security Council met behind closed doors with international weapons inspectors, Bush reiterated that he hopes Saddam Hussein can be disarmed peacefully but that he is prepared to use force against the Iraqi dictator. 

"Should he continue to defy the world ... this country will lead a coalition of other willing nations, and we will disarm Saddam Hussein," Bush said. 

White House press secretary Ari Fleischer said the confrontation with Iraq is "now entering the final phase." 

Powell said his presentation to the Security Council on Wednesday will "fill in some of the gaps" in presentations this week from U.N. chief weapons inspector Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei, who reported on 60 days of searches in Iraq for biological, chemical and nuclear arms. 

"Some of it will be an expansion of information that has already been seen," Powell said after meeting with Pakistani Foreign Minister Khursid Mehmood Kasuri. "Some of it is information that has been given to inspectors, and some of it will be new information that was not relevant to the inspectors' work but relevant to making the case with respect to the Hussein regime's possession of weapons of mass destruction." 

Powell said he would make "a rather comprehensive presentation" to the Security Council. Aides said that the United States wants it to be a public meeting and that Powell may use visual aids. 

"The secretary's presentation will take a look at what is known about Saddam Hussein and the threat he presents, and he will connect the dots," Fleischer said. "He will go before the Security Council to share with them the information about why this is such a matter of grave concern and why the peace is threatened by Saddam Hussein's defiance of the United Nations and Saddam Hussein's refusal to disarm." 

Fleischer said U.S. intelligence agencies are reviewing data to determine what information it can share with the Security Council about Iraqi weapons while protecting espionage sources and methods. 

"The president is sending him there for a reason," Fleischer said. "He wants the world to have information. But I also submit to you that in the president's judgment, there's already a Mount Everest of information high enough to know that Saddam has weapons and is willing to use them. From the president's point of view, making the mountain higher is not necessary to disarm Saddam Hussein." 

ElBaradei, head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, said his inspectors had not found evidence, as the United States insists, that Iraq imported aluminum tubing as part of a nuclear weapons program to make highly enriched uranium. 

Senate Democratic leader Tom Daschle said Bush had not made a compelling case for war in his speech to Congress. 

"Before we commit lives, before we commit troops, before we commit the resources of the American people, we need to have a lot better evidence that that threat is more imminent and more direct to the United States," Daschle said. 

France and Germany, which opposed the use of force against Iraq, continued to insist that the weapon inspectors be given more time to complete their work. 

"'We do not exclude the use of force, but we do think that use of force should be the last resort when all other options are exhausted," said Jean-Marc de la Sabliere, French representative to the United Nations. "'And we consider that we should give now more time to inspectors to do their job. A majority in the council ... is in favor of disarming Iraq through peaceful means, and a majority of the council is in favor of giving the inspectors more time." 

Diplomats said that eight countries whose envoys spoke at the council meeting -- Russia, China, Germany, Mexico, Chile, Guinea, Cameroon and Syria -- supported giving more time to the inspectors to pursue Iraq's peaceful disarmament. Only Britain, Bulgaria and Spain focused more on demands on Iraq. 

But the U.S. ambassador, John Negroponte, said the period for peaceful solutions is ending. 

"The diplomatic window," he said, "is closing." 

THE LATEST 

THREATS: Saddam Hussein said Iraq "has huge capabilities" and is ready to face a U.S. attack, "destroy it and defeat it." Iraqi Maj. Gen. Hossam Mohammed Amin said President Bush's State of the Union speech was filled with "cheap lies" about Iraq's weapons programs. 

DEPLOYMENT: In its first mobilization of forces to a potential combat zone since the Vietnam War, the Coast Guard said it was sending about 600 personnel and eight cutters to the Persian Gulf. The aim is to "deter the suicide bomb threat," Cmdr. Jim McPherson said. 

BLOCKED: Four U.S. allies -- France, Germany, Belgium and Luxembourg -- voted against plans for NATO to send planes and missiles to defend alliance member Turkey if there is war with Iraq. 

ASSISTANCE: Italy cleared use of its air bases for refueling and other "technical" purposes in a possible war. 

ACTIVISM: Hundreds of female religious leaders from various faiths urged President Bush to use diplomacy rather than force in dealing with Iraq. The women, representing groups of Budd-hists, Jews, Muslims and Christians, have formed a coalition to press for a negotiated settlement. "Women bring a different perspective and different sensibilities," said Rev. Joan Brown Campbell, chairwoman of the Global Peace Initiative of Women Religious & Spiritual Leaders. 

ADS: Melvin Talbert, a Methodist bishop who teaches at Vanderbilt University's divinity school, and actress Janeane Garofalo will appear in anti-war TV ads set to begin airing Friday. 

IRONY: Iraq is in line to take over in May as chairman of the U.N. Conference on Disarmament, prompting one U.S. official to say: "The irony is overwhelming." U.N. spokesman Fred Eckhard said that the choice of conference leaders is "a purely automatic rotation by alphabetical order" with five or six conference presidents each year. The conference helps negotiate arms limitation treaties. 

WHAT'S NEXT 

TODAY: The foreign minister of Saudi Arabia, Prince Saud meets with President Bush and Secretary of State Colin Powell in Washington. Bush also plans to meet with Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi of Italy.
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