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A high-powered body to bring together ministers from across the UK to ease the path of devolution is to reconvened, it has been disclosed.

The joint ministerial committee (JMC) chaired by the Prime Minister and bringing together senior ministers from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland was set up in 1999 but has not met since 2002.

The move to revive it was announced by Paul Murphy, Secretary of State for Wales, in a letter to Alex Salmond, Scotland's First Minister, who has been pushing since August for the committee to resume.

Mr Murphy had been asked by Prime Minister Gordon Brown to take up the issue.

He told Mr Salmond: "There has been a developing feeling that we should breathe new life into the joint ministerial committee arrangements, and so establish a better framework for structured relations between the different administrations in the UK."

An initial meeting is planned for May, chaired by Mr Murphy, and th 

is would prepare the ground for a full meeting before the summer holidays chaired by the Lord Chancellor, Jack Straw. 

Mr Murphy told the SNP leader: "We agree fully on the importance of effective and harmonious relations between the administrations at all levels.

"There will be disagreements between the four of us at times, but it is important that so far as possible they do not arise through misunderstandings and that when they do occur we have proper channels for resolving them"

Similar letters have been sent to Belfast and Cardiff.

The move was welcomed in Edinburgh where sources said Lottery funding for the 2012 London Olympics, foot and mouth disease compensation, and a long-running row over the Lockerbie bomber, were examples of problems that could be addressed at an earlier stage under this system.
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Libya wants EU accord, strong US economic ties

Tue 4 Mar 2008, 15:48 GMT
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By Salah Sarrar

SIRTE, Libya (Reuters) - Libya aims to sign a cooperation accord with the European Union in 2008 and forge strong economic links with former foe Washington, the foreign minister of the once-isolated country said.

The minister, Abdel-Rahman Shalgam, added in remarks to parliament he would travel to Britain next week to sign a prisoner exchange accord with Prime Minister Gordon Brown.

Months of talks between Britain and Libya on a cooperation accord on judicial affairs including prisoner transfers have stirred suggestions -- denied by London -- that Britain plans to send home convicted Lockerbie bomber Abdel-Basset al-Megrahi.

Former Libyan intelligence agent Megrahi is serving a life sentence in Scotland for the 1988 bombing of an airliner over the town of Lockerbie, which killed 270 people.

Shalgam said visits by leader Muammar Gaddafi to Portgual, France and Spain last year had led to a new bid to deepen ties to Europe, which takes most of the OPEC member's oil exports.

"We've begun a comprehensive partnership negotiation with the EU," he said in a speech to parliament on Monday evening.

"There have been three rounds of talks and we'll resume them with the aim of reaching a detailed agreement in cooperation before the end of this year. It's very important."

The EU executive last month proposed launching talks on closer political and economic ties with Libya this year as part of a drive to boost relations with key energy suppliers.

FROM CONFRONTATION TO DIALOGUE

EU ties with Libya were stalled for years over charges that the Libyan government supported terrorism. But Brussels announced in July it would boost relations after Tripoli freed Bulgarian medics accused of infecting Libyan children with HIV.

In the deal struck to secure the medics' liberation, the EU held out the prospect of more market access for Libya in fishing and farm products, and cooperation on migration and tourism.

Shalgam said there were judicial problems with America, and Tripoli opposed U.S. policy on Iraq, Palestine and Syria.

"But we've moved from a policy of confrontation to a policy of dialogue. To realise development after 20 years of sanctions, economic and cultural ties with America must be strong.

In May 2006, the Bush administration said it would restore formal ties with Tripoli as a reward for Libya's scrapping a programme of mass destruction weapons.

But pending legal issues including cases involving Lockerbie and a 1986 bombing of a German disco remain obstacles. Americans died in both cases, and a new U.S. law expands existing legislation enabling U.S. terrorism victims to collect damages.

Shalgam added he would travel to Britain to sign a prisoner exchange accord with Brown.

A memorandum of understanding was signed in May 2007 during a visit to Libya by then Prime Minister Tony Blair to negotiate an accord on judicial cooperation within a year on subjects such as commercial law, extradition and prisoner transfer.

Scotland's nationalist government, led by a party which favours independence from Britain, has accused the British government of making a deal to send Megrahi to Libya in return for oil contracts with British companies.

The British government has denies this, saying there is no secret deal to Megrahi back to Libya.
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