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Provincial poll victory
proves Mahathir's firm
grip on power.

KUALA LUMPUR Mar 14:
Prime Minister, Mahathir Mo-
hamad's triumph in a crucial
provincial election suggests
that the man who has run
Malaysia for 18 years still has a
firm grip on power, reports AP.

The victory in the eastern
state of Sabah, six months after
the sacking and arrest of his
popular deputy, Anwar
Ibrahim, also was a blow to op-
position hopes of challengin%
Mahathir in the next genera
election.

"I'm ecstatic, we had a clear
victory," Mahathir said after
two days ol voting ended Satur-
day. When reporters asked the
beaming ﬂrime minister if the
viclory showed he was still
popular, he said: "To a certain
extent, yes."

The opposition was stunned
when the Barisan National, or
National Front, a coalition led
by Mahathir's United Malays
National Party swept 31 of the
48 legislative seats in the north
Borneo region — it's most im-
pressive electoral showing ever
in ing 17 seats, according to of-
ficial results announce early
Sunday:.

It is clearly an indication
that Mahathir remains fairly
strong,” said Rustam Sani. a

Colom

and started shooting

istl rebels or criminals.
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9 shot dead in Colombia: nine

eople were Killed and an unknown number inljured Saturday

B}r. a group ol heavily armed men in a village in central
%ia, residents of the area said, AFP says from Bogota,

The gunmen arrived at Mata de Platano with a list of names
. a local resident told radionel radio news.
Government olfficials told the station that army and police
units had been sent to the area. It was not immediately known
whether the attack was the work of rightist paramilitaries, left-

political cuimmentator and
university professor.

Mahathir's image has suf-
fered since he sacked Anwar,
who then went on a campaign
for the premier's ouster. An-
war's subsequent arrest sparked
widespread protests and calls
for Mahathir to step down.

Anwar, 51, is in jail while
his trial on four charges of
abuse of power moves along
slowly. - Another six charges,
inc!udinﬁjsndnm}r. are pending
against him. He denies all the
charges.

While Mahathir emphasised
the victory measured his pugw
larity, analysts said the Sabah
results were guided primarily
by local land by a 1,000-kilo-
metre stretch of sea.

Maiathir, 73, gave people in
Sabah — where many still live
in bamboo huts and grow their
own rice on hillsides — little
choice. They were told that a
vote against him could deny the
state much-needed federal
funds for schools, hospitals and
roads.

Whatever the reasons for the
outcome, opposition leaders in
Kuala Lumpur agree that Sabah
has struck a blow to their cam-
paign against Mahathir.
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Abducted Lankan reporter found: As:

Lankan journalist who usually writes about corruption in the

country's armed forces, was abducted from his home Sunday
and was found semiconscious and bleeding after several hours,
his editor said, AP reporis from Colombo.

Three men broke into the room of Sirilal Privantha, 26, at a
boarding house in the Mirihana district of Colombo before
dawn Sunday and took him away, said Bandula Padmakumara,
editor-in-chiel ol the Sinhala language "Lakbima" weekly
newspaper, Sirilal was found bleeding and in a semiconscious
stage five hours after his abduction in a small lane, about a km

away from his home.

Tremors jolt Japanese Islands: »

strong earthquake measuring

.7 on the Richter Scale struck

the oullying Japanese islands of Niijima and Kozushima
yesterday morning causing minor structural damage. the
meteorological agency said, Reuters says from Tokyo,

There were no immediate reporis of injuries due to the
quake, which struck the sparsely populated islands about 160

km south-west of Tokyo at 9:04 am (0004 GMT), the agency said.
Estrada leaves for US: president uo-

«seph kstrada has lelt for New York to attend the burial of his

reoldest brother. Emilio Ejercito. who died last week of jeukemia:
al age 70, ollicials said yesterday. AP reports [rom Manila.

Estrada lell Saturday night aboard a commnrercial Philippine

Airlines flight with a small entourage for New York. where he
intends 1o stay for about five days, said presidential spokesing
Jerry Barcan, Estrada’s tentative itinerary did not include ol
hicial meetings with US ollicials. Barican said.

Saturday.,
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Reproduction of a painting by Picasso, a portrait of Dora 1
Maar, value estimated at 42 million francs (8m US dollars)
which was stolen recently from a Saudi yacht, the "Coral
Island”, in the port of Antibes, France, it was reported

— AFP photo

Myanmar junta will not
hold on to power for long

YANGON, Mar 14: The
Myanmar militarv government
has no intention Lo hold on to
power for a long time, said Lieu-
tenant-General Khin Nyunt,
one of Myanmar's top leaders,
reports Xinhua,

Khin Myunt, first secretary
of the Myanmar State Peace
and Development Couneil,
made the remarks here Satur-

Myanmar seeks
good ties with
US and west

YANGON, Mar 14: Myanmar,
as developing nation, wants
ood relations with the United
tates and other western pow-
ers, one of Myanmar's top lead-
ers said. reports Xinhua.

Lt Gen Khin Nyunt, first sec-
retary of the Myanmar state
peace and development council,
made the remarks during a
imeeting with a visiting delega-
tion of the US-based young
presidents organisation here
Saturday, the New Light of
Myanmar reported today.

day when meeting with a visit-

ing delegation of the US-based

younyg President's Organisation,

The Myanmar military gov-
ernment took over the power of
state in September 1988.

“"We are in the process of
drafting a new constitution.
The National Convention to
draft the guidelines for the con-
stitution has completed more
then 50 per cent of its work and
once the constitution is pro-
mulgated, the armed forces will
definitely transfer power to the
constitutional government that
will lead the country in the fu-
ture,” he said,

The Myanmar military gov-
ernment sponsored a multi-
party democracy general elec-
tion in May 1990, in which the
National League for Democrac
won a landslide victory wit
396 parliamentary seats out of
485.

Later in January 1993, the
military government started
holding a national convention,
aimed at drawing up a new state
constitution. The NLD walked
out of the convention in
Novemnber 1995,

Death toll in violence now

14

Military enforces security

AMBON, Indonesia, Mar 14"
Indonesia's military enforced a
securily crackdown on the riot-
torn island of Ambon on Sun-
day to quell fighting among
Christians and Muslims that
has killed more than 200 people
in less than two months, re-
ports AP.

Military authorities also
filed charges against a security
officer accused of fomenting
seclarian rioting in recent
weeks.

Ambon's military police
chiel, Maj Djuhendi, said Sun-
day the unidentified officer
would [ace trial this week.

More than a dozen other
members of the security forces
have also been questioned
since Muslim leaders accused
some of siding with Christians
during the violence, which has
continued since January,

Meanwhile, squads of sol-
diers with automatic rifles con-
ducted body and luggage
searches on passengers coming
and going on inter-island fer-
ries and ships at Ambon's main
port, Thousands of people have
already sailed away from Am-
bon fearing more bloodshed.

About one dozen men were
arrested in one search exercise
on Sunday morning when they

crackdown on Ambon

other buildings.

were [ound carrying knives and
other weapons.

Soldiers also rajdei;l houses
in the eastern end of the is-
land's capital, also known as

Ambon.

On Saturday. police arrested
37 Muslim men accused of
planning a new wave of attacks
against Christians. Four
homemade bombs and other
weapons such as,spears, arrows
and swords were confiscated.

Earlier, Christians burned
two houses belonging to Mus-
lims,

Also on Saturday, the mugi-
lated body of Christian man
was found dumped across the
street from the office of a Mus-
lim oppasition party in Ambon
towni. His neck and back had
been badly slashed. :

He was the 14th person to die
since fighting flared again last
Wednesday, when troops opened
fire on rival mobs who battled
each other with gasoline bombs
and spears.

Christians prayed Sunday,
their day of worship, some in
the burned out wrecks of village
churches that had been set on
fire " during the religious
clashes. Many mosques were
also burned along with thou-
sands of homes., stores and

"Let's pray that this violence
is over and that Christians and
Muslims can live in peach
again,” said Father John Ruhu-
lessin, an Ambonese Roman
Catholic priest.

Military officials said gov-
ernment offices and schools
would open Monday as usual.
Thousands of state employees
and school students have been
staying at home because of last
week's violence,

Fierce fighting first erupted
on Ambon on Jan 19, and
spread to five other islands in
Maluku Province, which were
known as the Spiece Islands in

Dutch colonial times.
About 90 per cent of Indone-

sia’'s 210 million people are
Muslim, making it the world's
most populous Islamic nation.
However, just over half over
Ambon's 311,00 people are
Christian.

There are fears that.sectar-
ian wviolence could spread
across the country ahead of a
June 7 parliament election.
The ballot, the first held since
authoritarian President
Suharto quit last May, is ex-
pected to be the most demo-
cratic poll conductied since
1955.

Polish President Aleksander Kwasniewski (R) looks at an album of pictures of his arrival in

Sri Lanka with his Sri Lankan counterpart Chandrika Kumaratunga in Celombo on Sat-
urday just before a banquet. The Polish President is leading a large business delegation in
a bid to boost bilateral trade which amounted to a modest 32.4 million dollars in 1998,

—- AFP photo.

7/ killed in Kosovo bomb blasts

Peace talks resume in Paris today

PARIS, Mar 14: Kosovo's
ethnic Albanian delegation
prepared lor do-or-die peace
talks opening in Paris tomor-
row afler flying out of a south
Serbian province shaken by
violence, reports Reuters.

European Union foreign
ministers at a weekend meetin
in the German Rhinelan
warned the contending sides in
Kosovo to reach an accord to
end the year-long violence or
risk all-out war.

British Foreign Secretary
Robin Cook, who will reopen
the Paris talks tomorrow with
his French Counterpart Hubert
Vedrine, said no deadline had
been set — "The trouble with
deadlines is that nothing hap-
pens until the deadline ™

The 19-member ethnic Al-
banian team flew to Paris
aboard a French military air-
cralt, while their Serb foes were
due in the French capital today.

Further violence on Satur-
day hit Kosovo, reeling from a
yvear-long conflict in which an
estinated 2,000 people have
died.

Tens of thousands more
have been driven from their
homes by the fighting hetween
Serb security forces and Kosovo
Liberation Army (KLA) sepa-
ratists in the 90 per cent ethnic
Albanian province.

NATO has threatened to
bomb Yugoslav inilitary sites
unless Belgrade agrees fo a
<28,000-strong NATO peace im-
plementing force to oversee an

autonomy package for Kosovo,

But the KLA has also still {o
make clear whether it accepts
autonomy within Yugoslavia in
place 2t the independence it
Wallls,

“The definitive answer will
be given in Paris,” said Hashim
Thagqi, the unofficial head of
the ethnic Albanian delegation.

An Italian diplomatic source
in Rome has said the six-nation
contact group on former Yu-
goslavia — comprising ltaly,
Russia, the United States,
France, Britain and Germany —

Atghan warring
factions meet
in Turkmenistan

ASHGABAT, Mar 14:
Alghanistan's warring parties
agreed today at UN mediated
talks in the Turkmenistan cap-
ital to form a shared govern-
ment, exchange prisoners and
continue efforts to end years of
bloody conflict, reports Reuters.

‘Both sides agreed to release
20 prisoners each as soon as
possible through the ICRC In-
ternational Committee of the
Red Cross,” they said in a joint
statement issued after four days
of talks.

'Both sides agreed to form a
shared executive, a shared legis-
lature and a shared judiciary.”
added the statement. '

were due to meet in Paris today
ahead of tomorrow's peace
talks.

Al least seven people died
aird DR were wounded as thre
bombs exploded in two towis
on Saturday.

Four died in the crowded
market at Mitrovica. 30 km
northwest of the provincial
capital of Pristina. Reporters
saw the bodies of two women
and a young girl carried away
from amidst the pulped wreck-
age of vegetable stalls.

Artillery fire thudded into
the night north of Pristina in
what appeared to be a Serb as-
sault on KLA positions. Tracer
up from burning ethnic Alba-
nian villages.

Meanwhile, Albania refused
on Saturday to participate in a
proposed Balkan meeting over
Kosovo because its leaders
would not sit al the same table
as Yugoslav President Slobodan
Milosevic.

Albanian Foreign Minisler
FPaskal Milo also said the meet-
ing, expected Lo take place to-
morrow in Romania prior to
the resumnption of peace talks in
France, would rival the inter-
national negotiations on the
troubled Serbian province.

"We cannot sit at the same
table with Milosevic and the
Yugoslav foreign minister who
have nol accepted (the] Ram-
boullet (accord) and who remain
intransigent and do not show
any sign of compromise,” Milo
told reporters.
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Settlement of
Kashmir issue
only path to
peace in S Asia’

ISLAMABAD, Mar 14: Pak-
istani Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif yesterday said lasting
peace in South Asia cannot be
established without the solu-
tion of the Kashmir issue, re-
ports PTI.

Sharif, during a meeting
with a group of leaders from
Pakistan Occupied Kashmir
(POK), claimed that the Kash-
mir issue has once again cap-
tured the imagination of the
world due to nuclearisation of
South Asia and stressed that
without the solution of this
problem lasting peace in the re-
gion cannot be established, an
olficial release said.

The Pakistani premier, who
was holding his first meeting
with POK leaders since meeting
his Indian counterpart Atal Be-
hari Vajpayee at Lahore last
month, underscored the remit-
ting commitment of his gov-
erniment to the cause of the
Kashmiris and affirmed that
Kashmir always remained cen-
tral to Pakistan's foreign pol-
icy, the statement said.

Sharif claimed that the La-
hore Declaration had been
widely appreciated by the world
leaders, who have called for
concrete progress on the com-
mitments made by India in the
declaration.

UN official in
Kabul to discuss
security for
returning staff

KABUL, Mar 14: A senior
United Nations official arrived
in the Afghan capital today to
discuss security arrangements
for the return of international
staff to the war-torn nation, re-
ports Reuters.

"The UN international per-
sonnel are back to Afghanistan
[romn today.” Michael Sacket,
Country Director of the UN
World Food Programme (WFP)
for Afghanistan, told reporters
on arrival at Kabul airport.

The UN Office for the Coor-
dination of Humanitarian As-
sistance for Afghanistan said
o Saturday a linited number
of stail would start returning
from Tuesday after security as-
surances for the ruling Taliban
militia.

Sacket said he was initially
visiling for two days and would
be brieted about the securily ar-
rangemeiits made by the Tal-
iver.

He =aid he would also assess
the needs of the people in Lhe
capital, where the WFEP runs a

' subsidised bakery project for

thousands ol its impoverished
residents

About 40 UN statl were evac-
uated lrom Alghanistan last
Avgust lallowing a series of in-
cidents, meluding a US missile
sirike against Saudi-born dis-
siclenil Osanig bin Laden's bases
in eastern Afghanistan and the
murder of a UN military ad-
VisSer,

Skiers believed
missing found
safe in Kashmir

SKRINAGAR, Mar 14: Mili-
tary helicopters went to the res-
cue Sunday alter authorities
lost contact with a civilian
chopper carrying a group of for-
eign tourists in India's troubled
Kashmir state, but the alarm
turned out to be untounded, re-
ports AP.

Military spokesman Maj P
Purshottam said the 10 uniden-
tified skiers from France,
Switzerland and Germany were
picked up unharmed by one of
two military helicopters sent to
search for them in the moun-
tains near the state capital,
Srinagar. While authorities
feared they were missing, they
had completed a spectacular ski
run and were trekking as
planned to a village.

A tourist helicopter had
flown: them to a nearly inacces-
sible spot at 4,800 metres for
the ski run Saturday.

The tourist helicopter then
lost contact with ground au-
thorities, causing concern. Sri-
nagar is the center of a Muslim
uprising that erupted in 1989.

The government has said it
has the uprising under control.
As part of efforts to promote
tourism in Kashmir, a govern-
ment helicopter recently began
flying skiers to Himalayan
peaks.
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Sovereig_nty of Jgrusalem

Israel to launch campaign
explaining its stance

JERUSALEM, Mar 14: Israel
said on Saturday it was launch-
ing and international campaign
to explain its stance on
Jerusalem after the European
Union rejected Israeli
savereignty over the city it calls
its capital, reports Reuters.

Israeli missions in Europe
and in the world will launch
and information campaign on
the subject of Israel's
sovereignty in the united
Jerusalemn, Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu's office
said.

[t said the international
cauipaign was essential in light
of the emerging struﬁgle over
Jerusalem in the deliberations
on the permanent status in the
years to come,

Under the Oslo peace accord
signed by Israel and the PLO in
1993, the thorny issue of

Jerusalem will be resolved
gun‘ng talks on a final peace
eal.

The United States has said it
will try to set a time limit for
the conclusion of the final sta-
tus negotiations after Israel’s
May 17 general elections.

Israel captured the eastern
half of Jerusalem, a city holy to
Christians, Jews and Muslims,
in the 1967 Middle East war.
Paleslinians want East
Jerusalem as capital of a future

state.

Netanyahu's office said his
cabinet would reaffirm in its
weekly meeting on Sunday the
traditional Israeli position that
Israel will not agree under any
circumstances to the division
or internationalisation of any
part of Jerusalem.

Israel received a diplomatic
slap in the face this month
when the EU rejected an Israeli
request to ha{t meetings in
Arab East Jerusalem stating
that Jerusalem is a "corpus sep-
aratum"” (separate entity) from
Israel.

The EU position was precipi-
tated by a communique Israel's
Foreign Minister Ariel Sharon
issued last month to foreign
diplomats urging them to re-
frain from meeting Palestini-
ans at the Orent House, the
PLO's Jerusalem Headquarters.

Israel refers to both East and
West Jerusalem as its undivided
capital. Most countries reject
[srael's sovereignty over
Jerusalem salyigf the city's sta-
tus in unresolved.

Germany's Ambassador
Theordor Wallau rejected
Sharon's request in a letter he
sent to the foreign minister this
month saying "the European
Union does not intend to
change ils existing practices

« over meetings in Jerusalem."

Opposition group claims

23 senior Iraqi officers
executed for coup plot

LONDON, Mar 14: Mare than
20 senior Iragi officers, includ-
ing an advisor to President
Saddamn Hussein, were executed
earlier this month accused of
plotting to overthrow the
regime, an opposition group
said Saturday, reports AFP.

The London-based Iragi Na-
tional Congress said the 23 in-
cluded Lieutenant General
Kamel Sajit, who commanded
Iragi forces in Kuwait during
the Gullf War and was later a
civilian governor before join-
ing the presidential stall last
year.

A spokesman said another
was stall General Ghadhban Al-
Ghrairi. and that his funeral in
the southern town of Kerbala
provoked clashes with police in
which a police captain was
Killed.

According to The Sunday
Times. which said seven high
ranking officers had been exe-
cuted on March 2. including
Sajit, the coup plot was one of
the most serious against Sad-
tiani since the 1991 Gulf War,

It said Sajil recruited an-
other officer, Lieutenant Gen-
eral Yalecchin Omar, who was

based in the northern city of
Rirkuk and together they
brought in at least five more.

They allegedly pianned to
exploit dissatisfaction among
senior officers to gain contro
of Kirkuk and from there ap-
peal to the rest of the army te
join their revolt.

However, the plot was dis-
covered last January, the paper
added,

The Iragi National Congress
could not cenfirm Ormar's re
ported executior.

Meanwhile, Egyplian Presi-
dent Hosni Mubarak has asked
the United States to stop its re-
lentless bombing raids against
Irag's air defence, Foreign
Minister Amr Mussa said in
Cairo on Saturday.

"We cannot accept these al-
most daily raids against iraq,
nor the UN Security Council's
inaction on this issue.” Mussa
told journalists afier meeting
Arab League Secrelary General
Esmat Abdel Megud.

The Security Council must
move and study this issue. be-
cause maintaining this situa-
tion is dangerous,” he added -

RSS dismisses atrocities
agammst Christians

LUCKNOW, India. Mar 14:
India’'s main right-wing Hindu
group has dismissed a recent
spale ol atrocities against
Christians in the country as a
_non-existent issue," reports
Reuters.

The Rashtriya Swayamse-
vak Sangh [(RSS) wound up a
three-day meeting on Saturday,
saying it was not against Chris-
tians but opposed to what it
called forced conversions of
poor people.

"The meet condemns the or-
ganised church in India for in-
ternationalising the non-exis-
tent issue of atrocities on Chris-
tans in India and thus bringing
down the image of our nation in
the eyes of the world," the RSS
said.

RSS affiliated organisations
and Christians have traded ac-
cusations over a series of brutal
attacks on Christians and their
:;]eligious buildings across In-

ia.

"We have nothing against the
Christians brethren, but are
totally against the wvendors
trading in wholesale evang}:;:*
lism,” the RSS said after t
meeting in the northern city of
Lucknow,

The Hindu group, the ideo-
logical parent of India's ruling
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), said the
church had misconstrued the
Indian constitutional right to
convert.

Christians make up less

than three per cent of predomi-
nantly Hindu India's 950 mil-
lion people, but Hindu activists
say the ehurch was se kirs fo
entarge s inthuen .

Christian communily lead-
ers accuse Hindu activists of
fomenting a hate campaign
since the BJP-led coalition
came to power last year,

Hindu groups have denied
involvernent in the attacks.

Turkish lawmakers
try to delay

election date

ANKARA, Mar 14: In a bid to
ostpone national elections set
or April 18, a group of Turkish

deputies succeeded on Saturday
in gathering enough support to
relgtnnvene parliament, reports
AP.

The 116 deputies who peti-
tioned parliament have been
dubbed "the disgruntied" be-
cuase many ol them were
dropped by their parties as
candidates for re-election.

Deputies voted to reconvene
parliament, in recess for more
than a month to allow deputies
to campaign for the elections,
on Tuesday. The disgruntled are
hoping to discuss the election
date.

To open the new session,
lthey rallied members of the
pro-Islamic Virtue Party, the
largest part in parliament.

China's new
military
satellites
worry Taiwan

TAIPEI, Mar 14: Taiwan De-
fence Minister Tang Fei has
warned Beijing will pose a

growing military threat to the
nationalist island when it puts
six military satellites into orbit
next year, reports AFP.

Four satellites would be able
to provide the People's Libera-
tion Army (PLA} with high-
definition pictures and the re-
maining two would function as
navigation craft, Tang told a
military seminar Saturday, ac-
cording to the United Daily
News and China Times.

Tang said China could see its
reconnaissance capability
boosted once it acquired optical
sensor and digital image trans-
fer expertise — key technolo
to make sophisticated satel-
lites,

When that happened, he
said, "the Chinese communists
would be able to sit at home and
see exactly what we do in our
backyards."

Jordan slates Israel's
approach to peace
with Palestinians

AMMAN, Mar 14: Jordan's
new King Abdullah II on Satur-
day criticised Israel's approach
Lo peace with the Palestinians
during talks with US Assistant
Secretary of State for Middle
Easl Affairs Martin Indyk, re-
ports AFP

The two men meeting at the
Red Sea resort of Agaba dis-
cussed the stalled Israeli Pales-
tinian peace talks as well as the
possibility of reviving negotia-
tions between Syria, Lebanon
and Israel, officials said.

Indyk said the United States
understands that peace will see
no progress before Israeli gen-
eral elections in mid May, but
added that he is preparing the
ground for movement on the Is-
raeli Lebanese Syrian track af-
ter the vote, he told the official
news agency Petra,

He said the Syrian track
should run parallel to the
Palestinian track and urged
both the Israelis and Palestini-
ans to fully implement the Wye

River peace deal they signed in
October.

King Abdullah stressed the
need to reactivate the process to
achieve a just and lasting peace
in the Middle East and said im-
plementing the Wye accord was
a pressing need and not and
election choice.

The monarch, who took the
throne after the death of his
father King Hussein from can-
cer last month, also discussed
with Indyk the situation in
Iraq.

He called for the lifting of
eight-year-old United Nations
sanctions on Iraq and expressed
disagreement with the US
policy of changing the regime in
Iraq, stressing that Jordan will
never take any part in
instigating any changes in Iraq.

Indyk, who arrived in Jor-
dan from Turkey late Friday,
met earlier in Amman with
Prime Minister Abdel Rautf
Rawabdeh and Foreign Minis-
ter Abdel llah Al-Khatib.

Designer Gilles Dufour walks down the catwalk to acknowledge the audience - with

supermodels Claudia Schiffer (L) and Audrey Marnay after his show for Balmain during the

1999/2000 Autumn-Winter ready-to-wear collections in Paris on Saturday.

— AFP photo.



