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Iraq calls for Arab summit
to oppose US war threats

AFP, Baghdad

Iraq called on the Arabs to hold an emergency summit against US threats to
unleash war and mocked alleged proof Washington says it will put before the
world Wednesday that Baghdad has banned weapons.

"What prevents the holding of an extraordinary Arab summit to examine
these aggressive threats and to adopt a common Arab position ... condemn-
ing them?" asked Monday's Babel newspaper, run by President Saddam
Hussein's elder son Uday.

Arab League Secretary General Amr Mussa has suggested the Arab
summit set to take place in Bahrain next month could be brought forward to
deal with the Iraq crisis.

"These statements deserve encouragement, particularly if they are part
of movement, however limited, by the Arab League to counter the stupid
American threats," Babel said.

The tabloid said an extraordinary summit should "support the position of
Irag which is in line with international resolutions to settle any differences
with disarmament inspectors through the United Nations."

Arab leaders would thus send "a strong message to the partisans of war
and killing, telling them that the Arab nation, peoples, and governments are
against the American threats and with great Irag."

The call came as Washington bids to rally support in the UN Security
Council for a military intervention to oust the Baathist regime in Baghdad.

US Secretary of State Colin Powell is to present to the United Nations on
Wednesday what the administration considers is proof that Iraq possesses
weapons of mass destruction and is deceiving weapons inspectors who
have failed to turn up anything of real significance since resuming their work
on November 27.

Iraq rules out that the United States can provide any such proof, insisting
it has long since got rid of weapons of mass destruction and halted all
programmes to produce them.

Hosam Mohammad Amin, head of the National Monitoring Directorate
which liases with the UN inspectors in Baghdad, told reporters Sunday night
that Powell would put forward "fabricated space photos, aerial photos to
some vehicles, to some things that could be interpreted in different ways."

The US intent was "just to create suspicions around the Iragi declarations
and the Iraqi positions in regard to the implementation of Security Council
resolutions.

"They will not be real evidence, because we have nothing, we have no
weapons of mass destruction, we have no proscribed activities".

"I believe 100 percent that those so-called evidences are fabricated," he
stressed.

The ruling Baath party mocked the alleged evidence.

"The speech by Powell to the Security Council will be just media noise
made up of lies and fabrications by the intelligence services," the party
mouthpiece Ath-Thawra said.
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Nepal's Prime Minister Lokendra Bahadur Chand speaks at the inauguration of a two-day international conference
on HIV/AIDS on Monday in Kathmandu. Chand said the speed at which HIV and AIDS were engulfing the world was
worrying, as he inaugurated the conference aimed at boosting the fight against the disease in South Asia.

South Asian
conference on
AIDS begins

AFP, Kathmandu

Nepal's Prime Minister Lokendra
Bahadur Chand said Monday the speed
at which HIV and AIDS were engulfing
the world was worrying, as he inaugu-
rated a conference aimed at boosting the
fightagainstthe diseasein SouthAsia.

"The rapid pace at which the fire of
HIV/AIDS is engulfing our societies
around the world today is indeed alarm-
ing," he told delegates to the two-day
intemational conference.

"Even the thought of the potential
socio-economic devastation the disease
would bring to us and our children if
unchecked is frightening particularly in
theweakestofeconomies," he said.

Two ministers from Afghanistan are
participating in the meeting, along with
top health officials from Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal,
Pakistanand SriLanka, organisers said.

Officials from Uganda and Thailand
are also attending the meeting to share
their experience in preventing HIV, the
virusthatleads toAIDS.
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Palestinian youths throw stones at an Israeli tank in the West Bank town of Hebron on Sunday. The Israeli army started the demolition of 22 illegal Palestinian
houses and stables, most of them still under construction, in the southern part of this autonomous West Bank town, Israeli and Palestinian security officials said.

Opposition
declares end
of strike in
Venezuela

AFP, caracas

The Venezuelan opposition late
Sunday officially declared an end to
a 63-day general strike that has
crippled the economy, but said a poll
of voters' desire to see President
Hugo Chavez's mandate cut had
been an "overwhelming" success.

The recall petition is aimed at
allowing opponents of the president
to voice opinions about possible
options for cutting short the populist
president's term, which is scheduled
to stretch through 2006.

An although the strike was
formally ended, it will continue in the
oil sector, according to opposition
leaders, who said its struggle
against the government of Chavez
was just entering a "new phase."

"The Democratic Coordinating
Committee announced that tonight
we are entering a long-expected
and more trying new phase in our
struggle," said opposition spokes-
man Timoteo Zambrano.

Shuttle disaster probe
on in several fronts

REUTERS, Johnson Space Center

As Americans mourned the seven
astronauts killed when space shut-
tle Columbia broke up in the skies
over Texas, the search to find out
what destroyed NASA's oldest
shuttle continued across the thick
forests where some of the fiery
debris crashed to earth.

For a third day, hundreds of
police and soldiers were expected
to fan out across east Texas and
Louisiana in a search for debris and
the remains of the astronauts.

Body parts, fragments and
pieces of the shuttle were strewn
across an area 100 miles long and
10 miles wide, most of it in the thick
Texas forests known as the Piney
Woods.

In the rugged rural areas,
searchers used horses and four-
wheel drive vehicles to scour the
woods. More than 500 pieces of the
shuttle had been recovered in
Nacogdoches County, Texas.

Meanwhile, NASA scientists kept
poring over reams of data for clues,

focusing initially on a sharp heat
spike along Columbia's left side and
an unusually sharp corrective
maneuver recorded just before the
vehicle disintegrated.

A third front in the investigation
was to open on Monday as an
independent inquiry board
appointed by NASA prepared to
meet for the first time.

Shuttle program manager Ron
Dittemore told a news conference
on Sunday that it was much too
early to speculate on what caused
the disaster.

It occurred almost 17 years to the
day after the shuttle Challenger
exploded during liftoff.

The latest analysis of data
beamed down from the Columbia --
which first flew 22 years ago --
showed that the temperature on part
of the left fuselage spiked 60
degrees Fahrenheit in five minutes
as the spacecraft was reentering the
atmosphere.

Four minutes later, "we had an
increase in drag on the left side of
the vehicle," Dittemore said. "The

flight control system was countering
that drag by trying to command the
vehicle to roll to the right-hand side.
... Soon after, we had loss of signal.”

Dittemore said it was unusual
that shuttle's automatic pilot system
was capable of correcting the drag,
the flight control surfaces moved to
a degree that "is outside our family
of experience.

There was no "smoking gun" to
focus on, but Dittemore added: "We
are gaining some confidence that it
was a thermal problem, rather than
...astructural indicator."

A shuttle experiences 3,000
degree (1,650 C) temperatures
when it reenters the earth's atmo-
sphere, but is protected by tiles that
shield it from heat.

Dittemore said the shuttle's left
wing was banged 80 seconds after
launch by insulation that fell off the
fuel tanks, but that engineers
believed it caused no serious dam-
age to Columbia's heat shield.

Cambodian

Sharon, rival Mitzna
hold coalition talks

REUTERS, Jerusalem

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon met
Labour Party leader Amram Mitzna
on Monday for the first time since
Israel's election to try to persuade
his main political rival to join the
broad coalition government he
hopes to form.

Mitzna pledged before the
January 28 election, in which
Sharon's right-wing Likud crushed
Labour, not to lead his center-left
party into a ruling coalition with the
prime minister.

"Sharon will try to persuade
Mitzna to rethink his position, for the
good of the nation, the peace pro-
cess and even the Labour party," a
source in the prime minister's office
told Reuters after talks began
between the two former generals.

Likud won 38 seats in the 120-
member parliament, replacing
Labour, which dropped from 26
seatsto 19, as Israel's biggest party.

Political analysts attributed
Labour's poor performance to the
fact that the Palestinian uprising for
statehood has shattered its image
as patron of Middle East peace

deals, and to Mitzna's pledge not to
enter a coalition with Sharon.

Mitzna has been a fierce critic of
Sharon's tough security stance. He
advocates dismantling Jewish
settlements in the occupied West
Bank and Gaza Strip, which
Palestinians want for a state, and
unconditionally resuming peace
talks.

Sharon, 74, is a champion of the
settlements who refuses to negoti-
ate until the violence, in which at
least 1,811 Palestinians and 698
Israelis have beenkilled, is quelled.

But the prime minister has also
endorsed the Middle East "vision" of
President Bush, which calls for
reciprocal steps bringing security for
Israel and statehood -- albeit geo-
graphically undefined -- for the
Palestinians. "Labour should under-
stand that the vision is the diplo-
matic course for the government,”
said the source in Sharon's office.

The bad blood between Mitzna,
57, and Sharon runs deep. As a
senior officer in 1982, Mitzna pub-
licly attacked Sharon's handling as
defense minister of the Israeli
invasion of Lebanon.

FM in Thailand
to mend ties

THE NATION/ ANN, Bangkok

Thailand would provide full security
and safety for visiting Cambodian
Foreign Minister Hor Nam Hong
who began his two-day visit on
Monday to mend damaged relations
with Thailand after the anti-Thai riot.

The Cambodian minister who
visited the kingdom in the capacity
of Prime Minister Hun Sen's special
envoy would convey "regrettable
message" from Phnom Penh to
Thailand and showed responsibility
of his country to Thai people for the
incident, said spokesmen at the
foreign ministry Sihasak
Phuangketkeow.

The government would welcome
and work with him over compensa-
tion, bringing wrongdoers into
justice and full explanation of inac-
tion in the face of riot demanded by
Thailand earlier, he said.

"We considered his visit as an
achievement to resolve the prob-
lems and expected Thai people
would be polite to him," he said and
noted that police would provide
adequate security guard for him to
preventundesirable incident.

Saudi Arabia to limit
number of foreigners
to 20 pc of nationals

AFP, Riyadh

Saudi Arabia, striving to create more jobs for nationals, decided on Sunday
to lower the number of foreigners in the kingdom to a maximum of 20 percent
of its indigenous population within the next decade.

The decision, issued by Interior Minister and chairman of the Manpower
Council Prince Nayef bin Abdul Aziz, also stipulates a quota system for
foreign nationalities in which any nationality must not exceed 10 percent of
the total.

There are between six and seven million foreign workers and family
members living in Saudi Arabia, where the indigenous population is esti-
mated ataround 17 million.

Unemployment among Saudi males is estimated at more than 20 per-
cent, while less than 10 percent of women of working age are actually
employed.

The decision calls for a gradual reduction of the number of foreign labour
and their family members until the desert kingdom's ultimate goal is
achieved in early 2013.

The ruling will allow relevant authorities to review once every two years
the ceiling, policies and measures to achieve the goal of reducing the num-
ber of foreigners and enforcing the quota for each nationality.

If implemented, the decision would slash the number of foreigners in
Saudi Arabia to around four million people, which means that if new recruit-
ment is totally suspended, between two and three million foreigners will
have to leave over the next 10 years.

The quota system will hit hard nationals from India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Egypt, Sudan, Syria and the Philippines whose numbers
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PHOTO: AFP
B.L. Chawla (R front), father of Indian born astronaut Kalpana Chawla, lights a candle as he mourns her death at a
memorial ceremony at the Sri Meenakshi temple in Houston, Texas on Sunday. Some 100 worshippers attended the
ceremony in memory of the seven astronauts of the space shuttle Columbia. Columbia disintegrated during re-entry
into Earth's orbit on February 1.

exceed the required 10 percent

Blast rocks
Indonesian
police HQ

REUTERS, Jakarta

A bomb blast rocked Indonesia's
national police headquarters early
on Monday, causing some damage
but no casualties, and eliciting a
promise by the country's top cop to
improve security.

Police said they had no immedi-
ate clue of who could be responsible
orwhy.

"l surely feel concerned and
would like to apologize if the incident
made everyone feel anxious and
disturbed about the bomb problem
across Indonesia," national police
chief General Da'i Bachtiar told
parliament.

"Please believe we will strive and
maintain security."

Indonesia, the world's fourth
most populous nation sprawling
across 3,100 miles, has seen spo-
radic bomb blasts in recent years as
it struggles to deal with ethnic,
religious and separatist violence.

Nearly 200 people were killed in
a bomb attack last October 12 on
the resort island of Bali, an incident
authorities blame on Islamic mili-
tants linked to the Jemaah Islamiah
network in SoutheastAsia.

PHOTO: AFP
Police look at fragments from a bomb explosion at the site of the National
Police Headquarters buildings, in Jakarta on Monday. An explosion dam-
aged the compound of the Indonesian national police headquarters.

N Korea demands talks

REUTERS, Seou/

North Korea's official media said on
Monday the communist state's
troops were in full combat readiness
in case of US aggression, amid
signs of rising tensions over the
nuclear crisis on the Korean penin-
sula.

Radio Pyongyang quoted
Korean People's Army chiefs as
vowing loyalty to North Korean
leader Kim Jong-il, who it said had
toured two army units over the
weekend as his country vilified the
United States over the three-month-
old nuclearimpasse.

North Korea has repeatedly
accused the United States of mak-
ing preparations to attack over the
crisis, including deploying an air-
craft carrier in waters off the penin-
sula.

Washington has denied the
North Korean assertions, but US
officials have announced steps to
shore up the American military
presence in South Korea with troops
and equipment to deter the North in
the event of a US war with Iraq.

"Our army and people are in full
combat readiness to cope with
indiscriminate military and political
moves stemming from the US
imperialist warhawks' strategy to
dominate the Korean peninsula,”
said the Radio Pyongyang broad-
cast.

North Korea's ruling Workers

Party newspaper weighed in with a
warning that the crisis would worsen
unless Washington accepted
Pyongyang's demand for talks and a
non-aggression pact.

"As long as the US resorts to a
cynical ploy, turning (its) back on the
DPRK's (North Korea's) demand for
direct and equal negotiations and
conclusion of a non-aggression
treaty, the nuclear crisis on the
Korean peninsula cannot be settled
any time," said the Rodong Sinmun
in an editorial.

"It will only deteriorate the crisis,"
said an English-language text of the
editorial. Despite the recent saber
ratting by North Korea's state-
controlled media, there have been
no unusual troop movements in the
North, South Korea's Defense
Ministry said.The crisis erupted last
October when Washington said
Pyongyang had admitted to pursu-
ing a program to enrich uranium in
violation of a 1994 accord, under
which it froze its nuclear program in
exchange for two energy-
generating reactors and economic
assistance.

In December, Pyongyang
expelled UN nuclear inspectors and
removed seals from a mothballed
military research reactor, threaten-
ing to reactivate a plant feared
capable of producing weapons-
grade plutonium. In January, the
North pulled out of the treaty pre-
venting the spread of nuclear arms.

India begins
rediscovery of
Central Asia

THE STATESMAN/ ANN, New Delhi

India has begun a rediscovery of the
Central Asian republics, over a
decade after they emerged as
independent states, when the Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics, of
which they were part, collapsed.

The just ended visit by the exter-
nal affairs minister, Yashwant Sinha,
to Tajikistan and Kyrgyztan, the first
ever by an Indian foreign minister to
the region, was a follow up to the
Prime Minister, Atal Bihari
Vajpayee's visit to Kazakhstan last
June (for the CICA summit in
Almaty), and signals India's deci-
sion to actively engage the region.

There are a host of reasons for
the belated, but definite flurry of
interest in the region; strategic,
political, economic and historic.

Strategically, Central Asia, an
extension of its immediate neigh-
bourhood, affords India a chance to
actively cooperate in securing its
borders from the widening menace
of terrorism, while containing the
specific threat from its immediate
western neighbour, increasingly
being recognised as the world's
'epicentre of terrorism.

Lanka seeks end to war
on Independence Day

AFP, Colombo

President Chandrika Kumaratunga
urged Sri Lanka Monday to reflect
on an end to decades of ethnic
bloodshed as the island prepared to
mark its 55th anniversary of inde-
pendence from Britain.

Kumaratunga appealed to the
rebel Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) to stop recruiting
child soldiers and said the country
had reached a stage where war
could be forgotten.

"It is now time for us all to put the
war behind us and look to a future
where we would recognise and
respect the rights and aspirations of
every individual...," Kumaratunga
said in the message delivered
ahead of Tuesday's anniversary.

The president, in an uneasy
cohabitation arrangement with the
government of her arch political rival
Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe, said the adminis-
tration had "fulfilled its promises"
and chastised the rebels for not
upholding their end of the bargain.

"There are disturbing reports of
continuing recruitment of children
by the LTTE and other human rights
violations" in violation of a
Norwegian-arranged truce, she
said.

"l wish to make a special appeal
to the LTTE: Please do not recruit
children for armed conflict."

A weekend trip here by Carol
Bellamy, executive director of the
United Nations Children's Fund
(UNICEF), was able to extract
promises of a renewed commitment
by the rebel leadership to not enlist
underage soldiers.

Despite pledges to UNICEF in
1998 that it would end its recruit-
ment of child soldiers, LTTE has
been widely criticised by the interna-
tional community for continuing to
doso.

Scandinavians monitoring the
nearly year-long truce between the
government and the LTTE have
reported more than 300 cases of
child conscription by the LTTE in
violation of the ceasefire.

Kumaratunga last week ordered
the island's police and army chiefs
to crack down on forcible recruit-
ment of child soldiers by the Tamil
Tigers.

There has been little public
acknowledgement, however, from
police chief T.E. Anandarajah or
army Commander Lionel Balagalle
of Kumaratunga's order, which set
out a one-week deadline to report
back on the action taken.
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