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Emergency UNSC
session on jet

crash in Angola

UNITED NATIONS. Jan 1:
The Security Council called an
emergency meeting Thursday o
rdemand the Angolan govern-
ment and particularly UNITA
rebels let a UN team reach the
site of a downed UN-chartered
plane, reports AP,

The council adopted a reso-
lution condemning inaction on
both sides in trying to deter-
mine the fate of the 14 people on
board the C-130 cargo plane,
which crashed on Saturday
over the central highlands of
the former Portuguese colony.

After repealed appeals, the
Angolan government on Thurs-
day offered the United Nations
full cooperation in trying to
reach the crash site, which is in
contested territory, according
l?l a letter received by the coun-
cil.

The Portuguese-drafted reso-
lution makes a vague threat of
taking further action by Jan-
uary 11 if such cooperation isn't
forthcoming from both sides,
but doesn't provide explicitly.
for any military Intervention.

- Secretary-General Koli An-
nan, however, has warned that
the 1,000-member UN Observer
Mission in Angola could be
withdrawn by February if fight-
ing in the southwestern Alrican
nation doesn't stop.

Tndia won't get
involved 1n

[ ankan war’

COLOMBO. Jan 1: President
Chandrika Kumaratunga, [resh

from a visit to neighbouring In-7

dia, has said New Delhi is not
interested in becoming involved
in Sri Lanka's long-drawn
ethnic war, reporis Reuters.

“India does not want to in-
terfere in the internal affairs of
Sri Lanka. We believe that is
so,” Kumaratunga told the state-
owned ITN television in an in-
terview, the transcript of which
was published in the govern-
ment newspaper daily news. In-
dia sent troops to Sri Lanka un-
der a 1987 peace accord to dis-
arm the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) rebels, who
have been fighting for a sepa-
rate homeland %ur minority
Tamils .in Sri Lanka's north
and easl since 1983.

The troops. which got em-
broiled in fighting with the
guerillas, withdrew in 1990 af-
ter more than one thousand of
them were killed over the three
years.

There has been continuous
speculation since the with-
drawal that India, under pres-
sure [from the millions of
Tamils living in the southern
state of Tamil Nadu, would be-
come involved again.

Dissidents form
independent labour
party in China

BEIJING, Jan 1: Dissidents
inn China are forming an inde-
pendent labour party, despile a
crackdown on dissent that has
put dozens of their colleagues in
prison, an exiled dissident said
Friday, reports AP.

Organisers of the new group.
the Chinese Labour Party, are
preparing to attempt to register
the group in'‘Beijing, according
to US-based activist Ye Ning.

In recent weeks, China's rul-
ing Communist Party has im-
prisoned leaders of another
would-be opposition group, the
China Democracy Party. in its
most severe suppression of dis-
sent in three years.

The crackdown has
prompted dissidents in China
and in exile to protest and de-
marnd the release of the democ-
racy campaigners.

"The China Democracy
Party has already given the dic-
tators a headache. Now. here
comes the China Labour Party.
People in Communist China
have not only gotten tired ol re-
pression and terrors but they
are tired of il!" Ning said in a
statement f{axed to foreign news
organisations in Beijing.
"These are sparks and matches
for the dried firewood covering
all of China."

Chinese leaders have said
they would intensily efforts to
quash challenges to the Com-
munist Party as the country ap-
proaches several major an-
niversaries this year. including
the 10th anniversary of the
military assault on prolesters
in Tiananmen Square and the
50th anniversary of the found-
ing of the Communist-led gov-
ernment.

Irag moving
anti-aircraft
batteries
frequently

WASHINGTON. Jan 1: Iraq is
frequently moving anti-air-
craft batteries to keep US and
British pilots guessing about
where the next enemy missile
might be launched as Western
warplanes patrol "nu-ﬂly" zZores
over the country, US delense of-
ficials say, reports AP.

Irag's estimated 60 surface-
to-air missile, or SAM, balter-
ies have proved hard to find and
hard to hit. "They are moving
their batteries around quite
heavily” now from one launch
site to another, the official said
Thursday, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity.

The increased shifting in the
missile sites comes as lraq
twice this week tried to shoot
down US and British aircraft
patrolling "no-fly” zones in
southern and northern Iraq.

American fighter jets de-
stroyed two of the Iraqi missile
sites Monday and Wednesday by
firing radar-seeking missiles
and laser-guided bombs. The ac-
tion responded to attempts by
Iragl President Saddam Hus-
sein's military to strike US and
British warplanes wilh mis-
siles.
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World welcomes New Year with renewed hopes,

LONDON, Jan 1: The world
offered a high-spirited welcome
year of the second
millennium, with fireworks in
Scotland, pilgrimages to
shrines and temples in Asia,
and the annual descent of a 500-

ound (227-kile) aluminum
all in New York, reports AP,

Pope John Paul Il reminded
Roman Catholics to prepare for
Christianity's millennium ju-
bilee only a year away. And in
many countries, leaders spoke
to their countrymen and
women of hope [or a better {u-
ture,

Fireworks soared above the
cheering crowds in Moscow's
Red Square, where lights played
on the Kremlin and the famous
onion domes of St. Basil's
Cathedral, and Russians and
foreign visitors welcomed 1999
to the accompaniment of pop-
ping champagne corks.

At Times Square, New York's
own traditional %athﬂring
place, the city went big, bright
and brash. with a 16-foot-tall
roving Father Time puppet,
15.000-balloon release and a
spotlight said to be visible from
Mars. The old New Year's Eve
ball is making its last descent
down one Times Square belore
it is replaced by a successor next
December.

Thousands of Parisians
thronged the Champs Elysees

under trees decked with white
lights.

In Edinburgh, Scotland,
where New Year's is called
Hogmany, the biggest celebra-
tion of the year, bands played in
the park and fireworks filled
the sky over Edinburgh castle
with colored lights.

In London. tens of thousands
of revelers jammed Trafalgar
Square and cheered wildly as
Big Ben rang out 1998. Police
have been trying lo discourage
the traditional gathering of
thousands there, because of the

otential for injuries in such
arge, boisterous crowds. But
thousands of the most ebullient
crowded into the square
nonetheless.

An open air parly at Berlin's
Brandenburg Gate offered about
100 entertainers and a mid-
night fireworks show.

Things were a little quieter
in Frankfurt. headquarters of
the new European Central
Bank, which will set monetary
policy from the stroke of mid-
night for 11 nations sharing a
single currency. Late into the
evening, lights shone from the
windows of bank skyscrapers
as employees worked to refigure
compuler records, but fire-
crackers popped and fizzed in
the streets.

In most Arab countries, New
Year celebrations were subdued

this year because the event co-
incided with the Muslim holy
month of Ramadan — a period
when government close night-
clubs and impose strict rules on
serving alcohol.

T % R

Fireworks erupt beh

ind the b

There were no street decora-

tions or lighting in the major
cities and restaurants and ho-
tels could not lay on special fes-
tivities.

But many Arabs invited

"t
M

lll rop to mark the New

Year in Times Square Friday in New York.

Gujarat govt accused of laxity in heading off clashes

Probe body blames Hindu groups
for violence against Christians

NEW DELHI, Jan 1: Investi-
gators sent by the Hindu na-
tionalist government are blam-
ing right-wing Hindu groups for
the violence against Christians
in western India that has de-
stroyed dozens of churches and
Christian properties, newspa-
pers reporied on Fridav, says
AP.

In a report submitted to the
government, two top-ranking
police investigators accused the
state government of Gujarat of
laxity in heading off the Hindu-

- Christian clashes, the Hindus-

tan Times newspaper reported.
The state government in
Ahmedabad — like the federal
government in New Delhi — is
led by the Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party.

At least one Hindu temple
also was reported damaged
since the troubles erupted a
week ago in Gujarat.

In a separate incident in the
same state, two Muslims were
killed Thursday in a Hindu-
Muslim riol that began with an
argument between two student
groups in the town of Amod,
The Pioneer newspaper re-
ported,

LBRIEFLY

And in the southern state of
Karnataka, police imposed cur-

few in Suratkal town after five

eople were killed in Hindu-
uslim clashes earlier this
week, At least 50 people have
been injured since violence
broke out Tuesday night.

Hindu-Muslim clashes are
normally more common in In-
dia, but in the last week the vio-
lence against Christians has
been exceptional.

The report to the govern-
ment charged the Gujarat ad-
ministration "was either inac-
tive or looking the other way
even as signs ol mounting ten-
sions were discernible,” the
Hindustan Times said.

Among 84 people arrested,
mosl were members of the
Hindu Awakening Forum,
which the report accused ol
fanning the violence. But as
many as 30 detainees were
linked with various Christian
bodies. The governing BJP
shares ideological roots with
the Hindu Awakening Forum.

BJP politicians who had
contested state elections In
November bul lost were among

Flash flood in Israél: arer montns of

drought, rain looded northern Israel on Thursday, destroying
property and forcing thousands of residents to evacuate, AP

reports from Jerusalem.

Israel television said 20 centimeters (8 inches) ol rain fell on
the Carmel region throughout the day. In the southern Israeli
town of Ashkelon, 59 foreign workers from Korea and Romaniz
were stranded on a pier after huge waves pushed their houseboatl
away from the pier, Israel's army radio said. While no one was
injured. rescuers said they would have to leave the workers on
the pier until dawn because darkness and harsh weather.,

One reveller killed in Philippines: one
person was killed and at least 74 revellers were injured in New
Year's Eve celebrations across the Philippines, initial hospital
reports said Friday, AFP says from Manila.

Many of the injured were voung children and teenagers who
defied government warnings not to greet 1999 with deadly lire-
crackers. Several were also hit by stray bullets. President
Joseph Estrada had earlier warned civilians, police and the
military not to indiscriminately fire their guns. a traditional
way of greeting the New Year in this largely Catholic country.

Troops, Karenni rebels exchange fire:

Myanmar government troops and ethnic Karenni

rebels

marked the start of 1999 with an exchange of gunlire at dawn,
Thai military officials said on Friday, AP reports Irom

Bangkok,

Guerillas fighting for the Karenni National Progressive
Party and government troops traded small arms fire and a few
mortar rounds near the Thai-Myanmar border, said a Thai
military officer who spoke on condition of anonymity. Thai
army officials have said that Myanmar's army has beefed up
troop strength in border areas in preparation for a dry season
offensive against three or four ethnic rebel armies [ighting lor
autonomy lrom the military government in Yangon.

Pop singer Johnny Moore dies:

Johnity Moore, lead singer of the American pop group The
Drifters in the 1960s, has died in London, news reporls said on
Friday, He was 64, AP reports from London.

Moore. whose high tenor voice was heard most lamously in
"Under the Boardwalk." had moved to England after the group
had a string of hits in Britain in the mid-1970s, The Daily Tele-

graph said. -

Blast kills 3 in Ukraine: tiree peo-

ple. including an eight-year-old child, were killed and three
mjured in a blast at a village food shop in Chernovisi in western

Ukraine. a spokesman for the Emergencies Ministry said
Thursday. AFP reports from Kiev. :

the suspects in violence, the
Hindustan Times said. The BJP
was nol directly accused.

Since the clashes began on
Christmas Day, mobs armed
with iron rods. bicycle chains
and axes attacked churches and
praver halls and burned some
to the ground.

Hindu groups accuse Chris-

tian missionaries of seeking

converts among poor, often il-
literate villagers by promising
jobs or money. The missionar-
ies deny using force or financial
inducements. Christians make
up 2 per cent of India’s nearly 1
billion population, where have
more than 80 per cent are
Hindu.

On Thursday, Prime Minis-
ter Atal Bihari Vajpayee again
condemned the attacks and said
he has asked the Gujarat gov-
ernment Lo take stern action
against those responsible for

. the incidents. The statement

was welcomed by Christian or-
ganisations.

In his New Year greetings to
the nation, President K R
Narayanan also appealed for
universal tolerance and peace.

Tel Aviv to attack

[_.ebanon if rockets
hit N Israel

JERUSALEM, Jan 1: Israel
will strike targets within
Lebanon if rockets are fired
into northern Israel, Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu said in a statement on
Thursday. reports AP.

‘Israel sees the Lebanese
government as directly respon-
sible for what happens in
southern Lebanon and demands
that it stops all activity against
Israel.” Netanyahu said in the
slalement TE‘IEHEE{J i'll-l{",f d Iﬂ.lt_‘-

‘night Security Cabinet meeting

to discuss escalating tensions
along the Lebanese border.

The statement also said that
Israel would try to avoid
harming civilians. .

Israel and Hezbollah have
been engaged in a guerilla war
in Lebanon since 1985. For the
mosl part, Israel has responded
to Katyusha rocketl attacks by
striking positions inside and
just beyond its self described se-
curity zone.

Thursday's announcement
suggested Lhat Israel would
widen the scope of the conllict
to include targets well beyond
the securily zone, as several
ministers demanded prior to
the Cabinet meeting.

The Security Cabinet appar-
ently rejected the proposal, re-
portedly presented by Foreign
Minister Ariel Sharon, to with-
draw unilaterally from
Lebanon, saying in the state-
ment that Israel would continue
to protect security zone resi-
dents family members of those
serving in the Israeli-backed
Lebanese militia,

Last week, Hezbollah gueril-
las fired dozens of rockets into
northern Israel, injuring 16
people and causing a pregnant
women (o go inlo premature
labour and lose the twins she
was carrying,

|
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Fighting leaves
62 dead in Lanka

COLOMBO, Jan 1: Sri Lanka
said today 62 people, most of
them Tamil Tiger rebels, shad
been killed in the east of the
country during an operation by

overnment Ltroops, reports
euter.

The Defence Ministry said in
a statement that troops backed
by artillery fire had conducted a
limited operation on December
31 in Pulipanchikal in the east-
ern Batticaloa district,

The statement quoted clan-
destine radio Voice of Tigers as
saying that 58 rebels were
killed and 18 wounded in the
confrontation.

The statement also said four
soldiers were killed and eight
received minor wounds during
the operation.

There was no immediate
comment on the confrontation
from the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam, who have been
fighting for a separate home-
land for minority Tamils in
northern Sri Lanka.

Deaths of 4 hostages

UK sends probe
body to Yemen

LLONDON, Jan 1: Britain on
Thursday sent four police in-
vestigators to Yemen to help the
inquiry into the kidnapping of
16 Western hostages that ended
in the deaths of four of them,
police said, reports AFP.

A Scotland Yard
spokeswoman said three offi-
cers from London's Metropoli-
tan Police Anti-terrorist Squad
S013, and another from its or-
ganised crime squad, llew oul Lo
Yemen earlier in the day.

According to the BBC, the
Federal Bureau of Investigation
is also sending 12 investigators.

Britain and several coun-
tries criticised the botched res-
cue bid by Yemeni security
forces, :

friends and relatives to private
parties in their homes.

In Cairo, the big hotels
adorned the faces of the build-
ings with lights strung in the
shape of a Ramadan lantern.
Pleasure boats decked with
gaudy lights cruised the Nile,
their speakers blaring out Arab
songs. but this had more to do
with Thursday's being the end
of the week than with New
Year's. |,

In Iran, where the New Year
is celebrated about March 21,
President Mohammad Khatami
sent a traditional greeting to
the Christian world.

Khatami said people every-
where should interpret the
teachings of Jesus Christ "with
emphasis on compassion for
fellow human beings, respect-
ing others, dialogue with the
opposition, tolerance and de-
tente towards others." the offi-
cials Islamic News Agency re-

ported.
"1 hope the year 1999, which
is a link between the two mil-

lenniums, will be a year filled
with blessings, peace, cordiality
and love among me,” the presi-
dent said, according to a British
Broadcasting Corp. Translation
received in Cairo.

In taped messages, other
world leaders urged their peo-
ples to end sectarian strike, and

{0 have hope in the niture.

In his last New Year's mes-
sage before leaving office, Pres-
ident Nelson Mandela on
Thursday challenged South
Africans to continue working
together to solve the problems
of poverty and corruption, lega-
cies of the apartheid decades.

. "The New Year will brin
many changes." Mandela sai
in the broadcast message. "They
will depend on our wuﬁdng to-
gether to realize our dream.” .

Russia's President Boris
Yeltsin called on Russian to
meet 1999 with optimism and
pride in their country.

"What can I say: The year
was difficult for the coun
many of you, and for me, too.
But New Year's Eve is always
about new hopes, new dreams,
new plans." Yeltsin said, ac-
cording to a transcript released
by the Interfax news agency.

In Dublin, Irish Prime Min-
ister Bertie Ahern spoke of the
good Friday JJEECE agreement in
British-ruled Northern Ireland.

"The fantastic support of
people ... for an agreed Ireland
of dialogue, mutual respect and
common endeavour is the

surest guarantee yet that we will

succeed in making
land of peace and

all — especially for our chil-
dren.” Ahern said.

this an is-

Superstitious president!
MANILA: President Joseph Estrada and his family moved

into their official residence within the Malacanan
tial Palace compound in Manila on Frida
took office as the Philippines' 13th president, reports AP,

Presiden-
y, six months after he

The Estrada family occupied the Premier Guest House just af-
ter midnight on New Year's day in accordance with advice from

a geomancer.

The superstitious president Uflendjuke'ﬁ about rumours of

ghosts in the palace and tries to avoi
president because of the bad luck traditionally

country's 13th
associated with the number.

The Guest House was built by
Marcos to house visiting dignitaries,

being referred to as the

the late dictator Ferdinand

Since the fal] of Marcos in the country's 1986 "people power”
revolt, none of the three presidents who succeeded him has lived
in the palace, parts of which have been turned into a museum.

Marcos' successor, Corazon Aquino, used the Guest House as
her office and lived in a house about a block away. Her succes-
sor, Fidel Ramos, lived in the same house and used the Guest
House occasionally for parties, holding office in another bulld-

ing.

Estrada travelled almost daily from his home in suburban

San Juan to Malacanang while workers renovated his official
residence, which had been damaged by termites.
He sometimes received officials and worked in his private

residence,.

Japanese match Westerners
in calling it quits

TOKYO: A record number of Japanese married couples called

it quits in 1998, according to a government report that showed
divorce rates here catching up with those in the West, reports

AP.

There were an estimated 243,000 divorges in Japan last year,
almost 10 per cent more than the year before and the largest
number since officials started keeping records a century ago,
the Health and Welfare Ministry said in a report released on

Thursday.

One couple was divorced about every two minutes, the report

said.

Japan's divorce rate rose to 1.94 per every 1,000 people,
wushing it above France's rate of 1.90 and close to Gﬂrmanl\_(l's
07. according to the report. The United States still has the
highest divorce rate among major nations with 4.44 per 1,000.
The report expressed alarm that Japan's divorce rate had
quadrupled since World War 1I, bringing it up to the levels of

Western countries.

Japanese politicians in the past have viewed the trend with

alarm, calling Japan's traditionally

cohesive families the key

to the country's low crime rates and high levels of education.

Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat lights a torch at the garden of Palestinian Legislative
Council in Gaza City during the celebration of Fatah Movement marking the 34th

| anniversary of the movement on Thursday.
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Senators, White House finalising strategy for Clinton's impeachment trial

WASHINGTON, Jan 1: Sena-
tors and the White House are fi-
nalizing strategy for conducting
President Bill Clinton’'s im-

eachment trial, but it will take
ast-minute rank-and-file
meetings to clear the way for
the historic proceeding this
month, reports AP.

The plan discussed most [re-
quently in recent days would
permil a lest vole alter opening
trial statements. to determine
whether opponents of removing
Clinton had enough strength to
make conviction unattainable.

To be discussed in separate
meetings Wednesday of Repub-
lican and Democratic senators,
the early vote would require a
two-thirds majority to keep tLhe
trial going — the same margin
that would be needed to convict
the president. If the trial is
stopped at that point, the door
could be open to a resolution of
CErsure.

The proposal is conlrover-

sial, because it could prevent
House prosecutors from pre-
senting their full body of evi-
dence and would deprive sena-
tors of a yes or no-vote on the
two articles of impeachment
approved by the House.

Several conservalive Repub-
lican senators have said they
would not support censure un-
der any circumstances.

There was a growing consen-
sus, meanwhile, among the
president's legal advisers that
they might be willing to stipu-
late to the authenticity of the
five volumes of publicly re-
leased evidence that Indepen-
dent Counsel Kenneth Starr
turned over to Congress regard-
ing Clinton's attempts to con-

ceal his affair with Monica
Lewinsky.
The president's lawyers

might accept a deal that limits
the trial evidence to those vol-
umes. They would not dispute
the authenticity of the evidence,

only the conclusions drawn
from them by Starr and the
House impeachment inquiry.
according to several sources
familiar with the discussions
inside the White House.

The House on Dec. 19 voted
two articles of impeachment
against Clinton: grand jury per-

jury and obstruction of justice

relating to Ms. Lewinsky. Lhe
former White House intern.

The sources, who spoke only
on condition of anonymity,
stressed thal no final decision
had been made and much de-
pended on what the Senate
chooses to do when it returns to
work next week.

Senate Democratic leader
Tom Daschle, in an interview
with The Associated Press, said
Thursday he could not predict
whether the test vote concept
would survive with majorit
Republicans. But, he added,
"Most Democrats are supportive
of a process like thal.”

House Judiciary Committee
Chairman Henry Hyde. an Illi-
nois Republican. wrote Senate
Majority Leader Trent Lott, a
Mississippi Republican, on
Wednesday, urging him not to
"sacrifice substance and duty
for speed” nor "unwisely short-
circuit” the first presidential
impeachment trjal since the
case against Andrew Johnson
in 1868.

Daschle countered that
“we're not going to be dictated 1o
by the House or the White
House. We'll take into account
their ideas.

"We're prepared to be flexible
to a certain extent but were go-
ing to stay within this frame-
work. We're just hoping every-
body understands our desire to
deal with this fairly and expedi-
tiously.

We're not. trying to throw
down the gauntlet, but this plan
gives us an opportunity Lo ac-
complish that.”

Lott {loated the idea ol a pre-
liminary vote earlier this week,
but several Senate officials said
it originally was devised by
Sens. Joseph Lieberman., a
Connecticut Democrat, and
Slade Gorton, a Washington Re-
publican.

While Daschle, Lott and
other senators made rounds of
calls to each other, Chief Justice
William Rehnquist travelled a
block from the Supreme Court
to the Capitol to get acquainted
with the Senate chamber.
Rehnquist will preside at the
impeachment trial.

Surrounded by security per-
sonnel who held up public tours
for about an hour, Rehnquist
toured the chamber and saw the
seat he will use at the front of
the ornate room.

"It's strictly a meeling on
mechanics, a tour,” said James
W. Ziglar, the Segnate sergeant-
at-arms, who guided the chief
justice through the area,

The tour included an ante-
room that Rehnquist can use
tl;!uning breaks in the televised

rial.

The plan under considera-
tion would allow the prosecu-
tors and the White House legal
team to each make a day-lon
opening presentation, followe
by a day of questions. With the
initial arguments from both
sides in hand, the Senate could
then hold its test vote on
whether the charges were grave
enough to warrant removal of
the president.

Approval of the motion by
67 senators, assuming everyone
were present, would allow the
trial to continue with a full evi-
dence presentation by the House
and a rebuttal by the White
House. If the Senate's 55 Repub-
licans all supported continua-
tion, a dozen of the 45
Democrats would have to join
them to keep the proceedings

going,.
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Mahathir lashes
out against

Western powers

KUALA LUMPUR, Jan 1:
While exhorting Malaysians to
cherish peace and unity in his
annual New Year's message,
Malaysia's prime minister once
again lashed out against West-
ern that he said were out

}fp estroy his nation. reports

"Their leaders, media,
traders, international agencies,
rating agencies and banks will
resort to whatever means to
achieve the objective,” Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamad
said in a speech late Thursday.

He warned Malaysians to
stay vigilant against enemies
who were out to recolonise the
Southeast Asian nation, which
%ained its independence from

ritish rule in 1957,

The 73-year-old prime min-
ister, Asia's longest-serving
ruler, didn't name any country,
but he hinted strongly at the
United States.

He said that while
Malaysians were stru to
rejuvenate the economy, for-
eign powers had taken advan-
tage of their moment of weak-

ness to incite political chaos
and riots.

Mahathir's comments ap-
pear to have been directed at
support expressed by Vice Pres-

ident Al Gore for jailed
Malaysian opposition leader
Anwar |brahim.

Thai PM to
announce polls

date soon

BANGKOK, Jan 1: Despite
calls for him to serve out his
full term, Thailand's Prime
Minister Chuan Leekpai said he
will soon announce a date for
early elections, local papers re-
ported on Friday, reports AP.

Chuan's term is scheduled to
end in 2000, but he has repeat-
edly said he would not serve the
full term and call early elec-
tions as soon as the troubled
economy was back on track.

In a year-end press confer-
ence, Chuan said the date of the
election would depend upon
when the country's new Elec-
tion Commission would be
ready, according to The Nation
newspaper.,

The leader of the second
largest party in Chuan's coali-
tion government called on him
last week to forego early polls
and serve out his term, as the
country has confidence in the
job he is doing.

Chuan's motivation for call-
ing the early election are un-
clear, but some analysts have
said the prime minister be-
lieves his party can gain more
seats in parliament because
voters approve ol the job it has
been doing.

Elections were formerly run
by the Interior Ministry, which
gave an advantage to the in-
cumbent party because the inte-
rior minister and most top level
officials were appointed by the
prime minister.

Under a new constitution
passed in 1997, elections will
now be supervised by the Elec-
tion Commission, which is de-
signed to be independent.

"The country’'s improvement
relies on clean politics,” Chuan
said, according to The Nation.

Chuan is regarded as one of
the most honest politicians in
Thailand.

The Election Commission,
however, is battling with
Chuan's government over the
size of its staff. -

Arafat renews

vow for statehood

GAZA CITY, Gaza Strip, Jan
1: Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat called upon the Israeli
people to work together for

ace and renewed his pledge to

uild a Palestinian state, re-
ports AP.

"l call upon every member of
every Israeli family ... let's work
together for peace," Arafat said
in a statement released Thurs-
day by Wafah, the Palestinian
news agency, in honour of the
34th anniversary of his Fatah
Movement.

At a rally in Gaza Thursday.
Arafat also called upon sup-
porters not to give up "until we
achieve a Palestinian state with
its capital in holy Jerusalem."

He did not say when such a
state would be established.

Arafat has made contradic-
tory statements in recent
months about whether he would
unilater declare a state on
May 4, the deadline for reach-
ing a permanent Israeli-Pales-
tinian peace agreement.

Ispaeli Prime Minister Bén-
jamin Netanyahu has threat-
ened to walk away from the
peace talks and annex parts of
the West Bank if Arafat goes
ahead with a unilateral decla-
ration of statehood.

Congolese Army to
launch attack
against Ninjas

BRAZZAVILLE, Jan 1: The
Congolese Army was reporied
Thursday to be preparing a fur-
ther assault against rebels in
southwest of the capital follow-
ing fighting that President De-
nis Sassou Nguesso said has left
hundreds dead, reports AFP.

"The army has concentrated
its troops at Nganga Lingolo in
readiness for an offensive
against the Ninjas who are In
the hills close to Linzolo, a mil-
itary source said on condition
he not be named.

The self-styled Ninjas are
armed bands who fought for ex-
premier Bernard Kolelas, who
was ousted together with Presi-
dent Pascal Lissouba by General
Assaou Nguesso in October 1997
after a five months civil war.

Defeated militia forces holed
up mainly in the forest pool re-
gion adjoining Brazzaville and
Lissouba and Kolelas went into
exile from the oil-rich central
African country, where strife

| has persisted.



