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Iran tops agenda at
G8 FMs' meeting

AFP, Moscow

Foreign ministers of the Group of
Eight countries began talks here
yesterday expected to raise pres-
sure on Iran over its nuclear
programme, as Moscow sought o
prevent next month's G8 summit
becoming a magnet for criticism of
Russia's democratic credentials.

The meeting at a mansion in
central Moscow was seen as one of
the last opportunities to iron out
differences ahead of the July 15-17
summit in Saint Petersburg of
leaders of the G8, which comprises
Britain, Canada, France, Germany,
Italy, Japan, Russia and the United
States,

Arriving at the talks, European
Union foreign policy chief Javier
Solana said he would meet [ranian
officials, probably nextWednesday,
to discuss proposals by the UN
Security Council members plus
Germany aimed at allaying
Western concerns about Tehran's
nuclear programime,

In Tehran, Iran's top nuclear
negotiator Ali Larjani said he would
meetSolanain Spain.

French Foreign Minister
Philippe Douste-Blazy said that
Iran must reply to the international
plan before the July 15-17 G8 sum-
mit.

"It seems clear to me that Iran
must say yes. Then there will be
negotiations,” Douste-Blazy said.

The ministers were also
expected to address the escalation
of hostilities in the Middle East
prompted by the kidnapping of an
Istaeli soldier and a massive [sraeli
military operation in the
Palestinian territory.

Douste-Blazy said France
condemned the avernight arrest by
Israeli troops of 64 members of the
Palestinian governing party
Hamas.

"We condemn of course all the
arrests of political personnel,”
Douste-Blazy said. France "con-
demns all the violence, particularly
the latest, in the [sraeli-Palestinian
conflict,.. Thereisno other solution
than apolitical process."

Russia has played a significant
role in the standoff over Iran's
nuclear programme, being a per-
manent member of the United
Nations Security Council and a
cloge ally of Tehran, as well as con-
structing Iran's first nuclear power
station.

President Vladimir Putin on
Tuesday underlined his differences
with the West on the Iran issue,
saying Russia did not intend "to
join any sort of ultimatum, which
only pushes the situation into a

deadend".

US Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice said earlier that
in addition to Iran and the Middle
East, the G8 ministers would talk
about democracy in Russia and
Belarus.

Speaking to CNN in the Afghan
capital, Rice expressed a desire for
Russia to "enhance its commit-
ment to democratic development”
and referred to Belarus and other
"places thathave yetto see a demo-
craticfuture”.

Amid reports that Moscow
wants to limit discussion of its
human rights record or commit-
ment to democracy at next
month's summit, a senior Kremlin
official defended Russia's role in
ex-communist Europe.

"Moscow has done much more
for democracy in central Europe
than Washington or London," said
the deputy head of Putin's office,
Vladislav Surkov, on Wednesday.
"It's Moscow which democratised
thisimmense space.”

But if Russia hopes to avoid
discussion of accusations that it is
back-sliding on democracy and
media freedom, the British Foreign
Secretary Margaret Beckett said
that Britain had concerns about
human rights and the rule of law in
Russia.

7 killed in US floods,
200,000 evacuated

AFP, New York

Flooding killed at least seven peo-
ple and forced hundreds of thou-
sands across northeastern United
States to evacuate Wednesday in
what the'New York governor called
the area's worst natural disaster of
alifetime,

Emetgenl:y officials from
across the coast said the toll could
climb to 11 or higher as other
deaths recorded during the flood-
ing are evaluated to see whether
they had been caused by the
storms. k

In one of the hardest hit areas in
eastern Pennsylvania, county
officials ordered the evacuation of
up fo 200,000 people from low-
lying areas around the
Susquehanna River amid fears that
the river would spill over the dykes
aswaters crest.

Evacuation efforts stretched
from Virginia -- which declared a

state-wide emergency -- to New
York as up toafoot (40 centimeters)
of rain fell through parts of the
region and forced residents to
rooftops in scenes remimniscent of
lastyear's Katrina disaster.

"We were afraid of a New
Orleans-type situation where we
just couldn't get people out,” said
Pennsylvania Governor Ed Rendell
said.

A state of emergency was
declared in 46 Pennsylvania coun-
ties and Rendell said helicopters
had already been brought in to fly
search and rescue missions, pluck-
ing stranded residents from their
rooftops.

"Thenext 12 to 14 hours will tell
whether this is a full-scale disas-
ter,” Rendell told CNN.

New York Governor George
Patakisaid he would ask the federal
government to declare a state of
emergency for his state and
warned that he was bracing for the

worst because waters had not yet
crested.

“We have never seen a natural
disaster this bad in the state of New
York," Pataki told CNN.

"It's not over,” Pataki cau-
tioned. "We know that a part of the
riversinthestate have notcrested.”

The mayor of Washington, D.C,.
also declared a state of emergency
oftheUJScapital.

Meanwhile coast guard officials
across the east coast wrged resi-
dents to carefully follow evacua-
tion warnings as water continued
torise.

"We're hoping that people heed
officials' warning and getoutof the
way" of the floods, David McBride
of theVirginia Coast Guard told the
televisionstation.

The fatalities from the regional
floods included three dead in
Maryland, three in New York state
and onein Pennsylvania.
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Iran,EU official
to talk nuclear
crisis next week

AFP, Tehran

Top Iranian nuclear negotiator Al
Larijani will meet EU foreign policy
Chief Javier Solana next week to
discuss an international plan to
resolve the standoff over Iran's
nuclear program, with the West
demandinga responsein twoweeks.

"In the next two weeks there will
be discussions with Mr Solana
about our nuclear case, and next
week I will go to Spain and [ will
meet with Mr Solana,” Larijani was
quoted by state news agency IRNA
assaying.

Solana, meeting with Group of
Eight foreign ministers in Moscow
at talks expected to cover the Iran
crisis, said the meeting would prob-
ably be Wednesday and would be
"inEurope, probably in Brussels."

On June 6, Solana handed Iran a
proposal from the five permanent
UN Security Council members --
Britain, China, France, Russia and
the United States -- plus Germany.

It promises incentives and multi-
lateral talks if [ran agrees to tempo-
rarily halt uranium enrichment,
something Tehran has so far refused
todo. ;

The enrichment work is at the
centre of international concerns
that Iran is using a Russian-backed
civilian nuclear power programme
to pursueasecret weapons plan.

Tehman vehemently denies such
allegations, saying“it wants nuclear
technologyonly to genemte electricity.

Diplomats say [ran was asked to
reply by June 29, but President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad said last
week Tehran would take until
August 22 to answer.

French Foreign Minister
Philippe Douste-Blazy said in
Moscow Thursday that Iran must
reply before the G8 summit, which
beginsonJuly 15.

"We expect their reply before July
15 ... It seems clear to me that Iran
will say yes. Then there will be nego-
tiations,"” he said.

"If the response (5 negative
between now and July 15, then it is
clear that the international commul-
nity will be firm and that, iy particu-
lar, we will continue what we have
begunin the (LUN) Security Couneil,"
he added, referring to discussions
over potential measires againstlran.

9 injured in
Lran quake

AFP, Tihran

Nine people were injured in a
moderate quake which hir south-
ern [ran early Thursday, causing a
power blackout on a tourist island,
state televisionreported.

Residents spent the night out-
doorsafter the quake and a series of
aftershocks, reports said.

"Nine people were lightly
injured in the quake measuring 5.5
on the Richter scale which hit the
Persian Gulf Island of Qeshm, and
the port city of Bandar Abbas area
(southern Iran) at 00:32 am (2102
GMT)," the head of a provincial
natural disaster office, Masoud
Dalman, told Iranian media,

"Fortunately there were no
reports of any deaths even after the
area was hit by five aftershocks,
only the electricity in the Qeshm
Island was cut and we are working
onitnow," headded.

Dalman said Iranian Red
Crescent groups have been sent to
the area.
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Kuwaiti women queue ata polling station in Kuwait City to vote for the first time in parliamentary elections yesterday.
Twenty-eight women are among 249 candidates running for the 50-seat legislative body,

Kuwaiti women flock
to historic polls

AFP, Kuwait City

Kuwaiti women turned out in force
yestetday to vote for the first time
in parliamentary elections in the
oil-rich Gulf state after a heated
campaign focused on electoral
reform and corruption.

Women voters, who represent
57 percentoftheeligible electorate,
started queuing in front of their
designated polling stations from
earlyinthe morning.

Outside Nafissa bint al-Hassan
school, in Sabah al-Salem tribal
district-- dubbed the "mother of all
districts" as the biggest in the
number of eligible voters, women
clad in black abaya robes lined up
underablazingsun.

“I insisted on being the first to
vote. [am so happy that [ could not
sleep last night,” said Zahra
Ramadan Benbehani, 54, who
arrived in a wheelchair pushed by
herdaughter. :

But Benbehani said she had
voted in favour of two "more capa-
ble" male candidates, although two
of the competing 10 candidates in
her constituency were women,

"It is my choice and that of my
family. No one dictated my choice
ofcandidates," she said.

Twenty-eight women are
among 249 candidates running for
a four-year term in the 50-seat
legislative body, according to an
interior ministry list.

Female candidate Fatima al-
Mutairi arrived in the polling sta-
tion wrapped with a Kuwaiti flag-
coloured scarf over her black
abaya.
"Even if | get only one vote, it
will still be a testimony to tell the
men and women of my country
that I took on the challenge and
that | have entered history," she
said.

In Al-Jabirya district, 12kilome-
ters (seven miles) south of the
capital, Buthaina Madi, a single
businesswoman in her late twen-
ties, was the first to cast her ballot
although she was flying out of
Kuwaitonehourlater.

"l did not want to miss this
historic chance despite my trip.
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This is an historic event and [ do
feel the victory achieved by Kuwaiti
women,"” said Madi, who was
dressed inWestern clothes.

Mona al-Baghli, amotherin her
thirties, said she wanted to be
among the first women to vote in
"this celebration of democracy”.

“This is our right and they have
been very late in granting it to us,"
shesaid.

Despite winning full political
rights a year ago, some female
candidates said they faced intimi-
dation during the campaign. One
of them said she had even received
death threats which forced her to
withdraw her candidacy.

The election is being held
against the backdrop of a political
crisis between the government ancl
parliament that led Emir Sheikh
Sabah al-Ahmad al-Sabah to dis-
solve thechamberonMay21.

It was the fourth dissolution

since 1976.

The elections followed the
fiercest campaign in 44 years of
Kuwaiti parliamentary democracy,
as the opposition bids to boost its
reformist agenda, which includes
slashing the number of constituen-
cies as a way (o eradicate corrup-
tion.

Opposition candidates charged
during the campaign that vote-
buying by their pro-government
rivals was rife.

The 340,000-strong electorate
was voting at 94 polling stations in
public schools, 47 each for men
and women who vote separately
under the election law. Of the total
of 341 voting booths, 182 were
reserved forwomen.

Palling is due to close at 20:00
(1700 GMT), with the first results
expected by midnight (2100
GMT), as vortes are still counted
manually.

Belgium awaits -
autopsy results
after 3 girls
found dead

AFP, Brussels

Belgian authorities were Thursday
studying autopsy results on the
bodies of two girls found dead
nearly three weeks after disappear-
ing, as the key suspect in the case
faced fresh questioning.

The corpses of stepsisters Stacy |
Lemmens, seven, and Nathalie
Mahy, 10, were found Wednesday
alongside a railway track in the
eastern city of Liege, bringing to a__
tragic end a search triggered after
theywent missingon June 9.

Liege prosecutor Anne'’
Bourguignont confirmed that:
autopsies were completed late
Wednesday, but declined to reveal
'mil details before authorities had
fully assessed their significance.

According to two Belgian dailies,
Le Soir and La Derniere Heure, one
of the two girls was found with her
clothes partially removed and:
showed signs of being hit, which
might indicate that she had been
sexually attacked.

Prosecution officials declined to
confirm the reports.

Police have publicly named just
one suspect in the case but they -
have acknowledged that they have
found no evidence linking the man,
Abdellah Ait Oud, 38, to the girls'
disappearance.

He has denied being involved
but has said he was in the area
around the time they went missing.
He also lives close to where their
bodies were found. ¢

The girls' disappearance has
rocked Belgium with its disturbing
echoes of the Marc Dutroux
paedophile crimes, whosecase began
whentwo girlswentmissingin Liege. **

Discovery lifts
off tomorrow

AFP, Washingron

{1}
The Discovery shuttle lifts off tomor-
row in Cape Canaveral, Florida fora

nearly two-week mission to the
International Space Statiop (1SS}, the'”
seeonud flightsince the February 2003
Columbia tragedy. ©
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