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IRA appoints
weapons
go-between

BELFAST, Dec 3: The
paramilitary IRA on Thursday
appointed a go-between to dis-
cuss handing in its weapons,
hours after Northern Ireland's

pelitical enemies held their
rst cross-party government

meeting, reports AFP.

As the new government fi-
nally began running Northern
Ireland’s affairs again, after 25
years of direct rule from
London, the Irish republic for-
mally ended its territorial
claim to the province.

The next, crucial, step
bewildering chain of events
came late Thursday with the
Irish Republican Army state-
ment. saying it would "honour
our commitment” to appoint an
interlocutor with the disarma-
ment body after devolution.

The statement was signed P

in a

O’'Neill, the codename used to

identify the IRA. but it did not
name the go-between.

"We confirm that our repre-
sentative has been appointed to
enter into discussions with the
International decommission-
ing body."” said the statement.

The commission chaired b
Canadian General John de
Chastelain to oversee paramili-
tary disarmament by May 2000
was set up under t}‘:u: terms of
the 1998 Good
Agreement -- a peace accord
aimed at ending 30 yeags of
sectarian violence in Northern
Ireland.

It was welcomed by Britain's
minister for Northern Ireland,
Peter Mandelson, who earlier
signed an agreement with Irish
Foreign Minister David

Andrews formally recognising

the new inslitutions and cross-
border bodies.

"It shows that on day-one the
IRA have kept their word and |
think that augurs well for the
future course of decommission-
ing which now has to unfold,”
Mandelson said.

Jerusalem
mayor orders

halt to mosque

JERUSALEM, Dec 3: Jeru-
salem mayor Ehud Olmert
ordered a halt Thursday to the
building of a mosque close to
the site of Temple Mount, police
said, reports AFP.

The work, in the "stables of
King Solomon,” was started
about a year ago, but the gov-
ernment turned a blind eye to it.

Olmert issued an order that.
the Waqf construction company
stop its work, and ordered a
Fruscr:ulion against it for "vio-
ating the status quo by its
provocations.”

King Solomon's stables are
just below the esplanade of the
mosques, on which the Dome of
the , Rock and thg Al-Agsa
m € are sitygted.” '

e esplanade fs Islam's
third holiest site, but the mayor
said the building of the mosque
offended Jewish religious feel-
ing because the esplanade was
on the site of the mount where
Solomon had built a temple.

Government legal aide
Eliakim Rubinstein said Wagqf
had not applied for a construc-
tion permit and had not con-
sulted the department of antiq-
uities before starting work.

The police and Shin Beth, the
internal security service,
warned Interior Minister
Shlomo Ben Ami that the may-
or's decision might provoke
public disorder, the police said.

Japan, N Korea
sign deal to
resume talks

TOKYO, Dec 3: Japan and
North Korea signed an agree-
ment in Pﬁnng}rang today to re-
open talks on establishing
diplomatic ties and clear their
dark past. officials said, reports
AFP.

"The two ... agreed on the im-

portance of resuming talks be-
tween Japan and North Korea,
and will urge each other's gov-
ernments to reopen talks as
soon as possible,” said a copy of
the a,ireemenl obtained by XFP
in TuJ',fr:.-.
- A Japanese all-party delega-
tion of lawmakers Iccf by for-
mer premier Tomiichi
Murayama wound up a three-
day trip on Friday to resume
diplomatic talks. a milestone
in historically tense relations.

ETA’s ceasefire

MADRID, Dec 3 Bas e sep-
aratist group ETA's ceasefire
expired at midnight Thursday
as thousands of Spaniards
demonstrated in Madrid and
other cities to protest the deci-
sion. reporis AFP.

In the Puerta del Sol, a major
square in Madrid. the crowds
carried banners condemnin
the suspension from Friday o
the 14-month-old truce.

"Basques yes, ETA no.” and
"We want peace.” were among
the chants.

Demonstrators observed a
minute's silence in memory of
the 769 people killed by ETA
over the last 30 years in its
armed campaign for a Basque
homeland.

One read out an anti-
terrorism manifesto that had
bctnﬁntd by 17 political. so-
cial aid organisations.

Other demonstrations took

lace in San Sebastian in the

ue country, in the southern

city of Seville, in Valladolid in

central Spain. and in Alicante
in the east.

The protests were set to shift
to the Basque country Friday --
the day ETA has said its armed
units “will be reactivated”.

in a highly symbolic move,
Herri Batasuna. the main inde-
pendentist group and political
arm of ETA. was expected to
join other political parties and
residents of the Basque country
at noon in front of various ad-
ministrative buildings for a

rotest called by the regional

ue government.

Friday.

Vote on Aceh independence

a must, warns rights activist

BANDA ACEH, Indonesia,
Dec 3: A leading rights activist
warned today that including the
option of independence in any
referendum on the future of the
volatile province of Aceh was
non-negotiable, reports AFP.

“The only thing that can cure
the wounds of the people of
Aceh ... will be an offer from the
government for a referendum
with two options -- indepen-
dence or federation,” Abdul
Gani Nurdin. told AFP on the
eve of a key anniversary in the
province,

The warning came as a par-
liamentary committee on. Aceh
was reported to have come down
in favour of a ballot while fail-
ing to resolve whether it should
include the possibility of inde-
pendence.

Nurdin, who heads the
Forum for Human Rights

Concerns in Aceh, a rights
walchdog in the western
rovince, said the wounds in-
icted by military atrocities in
the past decade were too deep to
be easily cured.

An overwhelming 90 per cent
of the people of Aceh wanted a
referendum on self-determina-
tion, he said. The other 10 per
cent were mostly Acehnese
working within the current bu-
reaucracy, he added. |

Nurdin said the governmen-
t's intention to hold talks with
Aceh leaders would be pointless
unless the independence option
was on the table.

"Any dialogue should be to
strengthen the independence
option ... if il is this, then we
will accept to hold a dialogue
anytime,” Nurdin said.

Aceh leaders. including those
of the Free Aceh Movement

(GAM) who have been fighting
to set up an Islamic state since
the mid-1970s, insist that any
vote should include the option
of independence.

They have given the govern-
ment until Saturday -- GAM's
23rd anniversary -- to decide
whether to hold a ballot.

Indonesian leaders have so
far ruled out a referendum on
self-rule in Aceh but have
promised the province wider
autonomy.

The Jakarta Post reported
Friday that a special committee
of parliament had recom-
mended holding a referendum
but sidestepped the question of
whether to include the option of
independence.

Proposals for a referendum
are among 10 recommenda-
tions which will be made by the
50-member committee, set up

last month to seek a way to re-

solve the tensions in Aceh. to
arliamentary leaders on

Rlunda}r. the daily said.

Other recommendations in-
clude a special autonomy status,
a non-military court to try
those accused of human rights
abuses, a rejection of martial
law and talks between the gov-
ernment and the Acehnese,
commiltee chairman Ali Yahya
told the Post.

But House Speaker Akbar
Tanjung ruled out the indepen-
dence option saying that the
options of federalism and broad
autonomy within the republic
of Indonesia were "the maximal
options for a referendum.”

He said Thursday that if
Aceh wanted to break away, it
would change the form and
sovereignty of the nation.
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18 general view shows flame

s and smoke caused by an e:pi
Friday at a Thai oil refinery in Si Racha, Chonburi Province. At least
killed and some 15 others injured in the blast that created sheets of flames

y hours on
3 people were
100 meters into

— AFP photo
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HK upholds China’s right

to make rulings

HONG KONG. Dec 3:
Protestors clashed with police
here today after a landmark
court ruling that Beijing could
have the final say on decisions
based on the former British
colony’s mini-constitution, re-
ports AFP.

The Court of Final Appeal in
a ruling upheld a removal order
by the immigration director in
the key case in which 17 main-
land Chinese, seeking the right
to stay in Hong Kong, sought
judicial review of their impend-
ing forced return to China.

Four of the five judges said
the removal orders should stay.

However, they were unani-
mous in their decision to up-
hold the reinterpretation made
by the Standing Committee of
China's National People's
Congress, or parliament, on the
right of abode case, saying it
was “valid and binding” on
courts in Hong Kong. _
The 94-page ruling was ret-

some 1,000 protesters resumed

rospective to July 1997, when
Hong Kong reverted to Chinese
rule.

The ruling could lead to 6,000
mainlanders being deported
from the territory.

A melee broke out as some
Emtesting mainlanders tried to
reak into the government's
central offices seeking a dia-

Inﬁue with Chief Executive Tung
Chee-hwa.

But their attempts were
thwarted by police, armed with
pepper spray. resulting in
protesters hailing stones, ban-
ners, fruit, flower pots, plastic
bottles and garbage at police.

Seven people were injured.
including four police, two
protesters and a reporter, a gov-
ernment spokesman said,
adding two police officers and
the two female prolesters were
treated in hospitals.

The situation calmed as
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A man clashes with police outside the Central Government
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their sit-in demonstration,
only to be disgersed by later
rains, while 200 anti-riot police
were called in for reintorce-
ments.

Police called on the petition-
ers to observe the law and be-
have in a proper manner in
public places.

The government welcomed
the ruling, with security secre-
tary Regina Ip saying it had

" confirmed the government had

acted "entirely constitutionally
and legally” in seeking reinter-
pretation from Beljing.

Hong Kong's Bar Association
said the ruling was of "funda-
mental constitutional impor-
tance,” and called for early clar-
ification of the respective pow-
ers of the NPC Standing
Committee and the Court of
Final Appeal.

Many of the mainlanders
vowed they would remain in
Hong Kong even if they had to go
into hiding.

o s B

Offices in Hong Kong on Friday

during a demonstration following the court's ruling on the Right of Abode issue for
mainland Chinese staying in the territory.

CRIEFLY

Prueher new US envoy to China: ke

tired admiral Joseph Prueher was sworn in as the new US
ambassador to China on Thursday. a State Department official

said, AFP reports from Washi

OI1l.

“He was sworn in this afternoon by Justice Anthony Kennedy

of the Supreme Court,” the official said. Present at the ceremony .
of State Madeleine Albright and a number of other

were Secrelary
dignitaries, he added.

Hubble repair mission delayed:
NASA's trip to fix the Hubble Space Telescope has been ‘delayed
another two days so workers can complete final wiring checks
aboard slpar:e shuttle Discovery. AP reports from Cape.

Canaveral.

The new launch is scheduled for December 11. This date

should stand as It:nnﬁl as no new problems pop up
ngham said Thursday. Besides damaged
to contend in recent weeks with a

spokesman Bruce Buc
wiring, workers have ha

’ NASA

leaky hydraulic system and an engine with a broken drill bit

embedded in it.

11 killed in Bolivian crash: v

Israeli tourists and two Dutch nationals were killed when their
vehicle went off a winding road known as the "path of death” in
the Los Yungas semitropical region of Bolivia. police said. AFP

reports from La Paz.

Rescuers recovered five bodies but still sought to pull the re-

mainin
ficial
Thursday.

Lander to relay back sounds

PASADENA. California. Dec
3: After an 11-month voyage
across Lthe Solar System.
NASA's Mars Polar Lander
headed for its target with scien-
tists planning a smooth touch-
down for the third American
space mission aimed at reveal-
ing the secrets of the red planet,
reports Reuters.

The lander. a gawky. 1270
pourd craft equipped with a
robotic arm. radio antennae.
imaging devices and solar pan-
els for power. was scheduled to
dive through *he thin Martian
atmosphere just afternoon PST
(0200 BST) Friday before a

arachute and retro-rockets

reak the fall and set it gently
down on a barren steppe near
Mars’ south polar ice cap.

“We're doing something that
is truly historic, and it's a lot
like the Antarctic expeditions
lon Earth). This is not business
as usual.” said Bruce Murray of
the California Institute of
Technology. part of the scien-

six from a ravine some 200 metres deeE. said local of-
olando Chipana. The accident too

place early

tific team assembled at NASA's
Jet Propulsion Laboratory in
Pasadena as mission control
for the Mars lander project.
The main mission of the
lander and the two basketball-
sized probes that will sepa-
rately punch their way into the
Martian surface is to look for
signs of water ice — unveiling,
scientists hope. clues about
whether Earth's nearest neigh-
bour might ever have had a cli-
mate capable of supporting life.

If found, Iar%e underground
ice deposits could also prove in-
valuable for future human mis-
sions to Mars. providing both
water to drink and the raw ma-
terial for fuel, scientists say,

"That could make the pro-
cess of eventually settling on
Mars that much easier,” said
David Paige

the chief scientific investiga-

tors on the project.
But the lander mission also

— AFP photo

Chopper crash
kills 10 1n
the Maldives

COLOMBO. Dec 3: Eight for-
eigners and two crewmsen were
killed when a helicopter
crashed into the Indian Ocean
shortly after take off from a
tourist resort in the Maldives
Friday, the Haveeru News
Service said, reports AFP.

The Bell-212 aircraft had
taken off from the Hilton
Resort early Friday and was
headed for the international
airport located at the nearby is-
land of Hullulle when it
crashed, the HNS said in a re-
porl monitored here.

Five Canadian, two Belgians
and one Australian were among
the dead. the HNS said addin
that the two Maldivians kille
in the crash had been identified
as a member of Maldivian Air
Taxi cabin crew and a Hilton

employee.

bga!dh-ian Air Taxi (MAT)
which operates 14 sea planes to
resort islands in the tiny
Indian Ocean atoll nation had
been given a licence to operate a
helicopter service only the day
before, the HNS said.

It said among the dead was
the chairman of a Canadian
company which had leased the
Bell 212 helicopter to the MAT.

Father of Pak
army ruler dead

ISLAMABAD, Dec 3: Syed
Musharrafuddin, father of
Pakistan's Military ruler
General Pervez Musharraf, died
esterday of heart failure in a

ospital in Rawalpindi. reports
PTL L i

. Mushatrafuddin, 82, was''
suffering from heart ailment

and was under treatment at the
armed forces institute of cardi-
ology, according to the state-
owned Pakistan television.

A former Foreign Service
Officer, Syed Musharrafuddin
had migrated from New Delhi to
Pakistan after partition in
1947 and joined Pakistan for-
eign services, He had served on
various foreign assignments in
Turkey and the Middle East be-
fore his retirement in 1975.

Gen Musharral, who had
E]nne to the NWFP's town of

owshera on an official visit,
has been informed about his fa-
ther's demise. He is to attend the
funeral in Rawalpindi today.

Explosion in Thai oil

refinery:

SI RACHA, Thailand, Dec 3:
Thr:fééyeo le were killed and 15
injured when a string of explo-
sions ripped through a Thai re-
finery, sparking a fire which
guzzleéd millions of litres of oil,
police said today, reports AFP.

Sheets of flame soared 100

metres into the air as hundreds
of firemen battled to stop the
fire englyhlﬂné the entire depot
run by Thai Oil Co. some 70
southeast of Bangkok.
" » Thick black smoke cloaked
the refinery, only seven kilo-
metres from the nearest large
population centre at Si Racha, a
coastal town,

The three dead men were all
Thais. Two of them were secu-
rity men on patrol when the
explosion rocked the refinery, a
series of interconnected oil
tanks, just before midnight,
company olflicials said. -

The injured were taken to a
nearby hospital, where two
were critically ill with severe
burns, the Thai health ministry

3 killed

The blast sent jitters through
the Thai stock market, pushing
Petroleum Authority of
Thailand Exploration and
Production (PTTEP) shares
sharply lower on concerns
about the impact on the com-
pany and oil supplies.

The Petroleum Authority of
Thailand, PTTEP's parent com-
};_han}r. is a major shareholder in

al Oil.

Thai Oil officials earlier said
fuel supplies would not be af-
fected by the blast at the refin-
ery which was inspected by
Thai Prime Minister Chuan
Leekpal.

More than 40 fire crews and
soldiers from as far away as
Bangkok fuuiht a losing battle
in the tﬂl'g' ours to stop the
fire spreading from the tank
where |t started to nine others
nearby.

They succeeded in checking
the spread of the blaze Friday
morning only after eight hours,

¢ nent citizens. ha
' knowledge and understanding

Musharraf forms 19-member
advisory group

ISLAMABAD, Dec 3. Pak-
istan's Military Ruler General
Pervez Musharraf has formed a
19-member advisory group on
foreign policy and security,
comprising former military of-
ficers. diplomats and eminent
journalists for consultation
ann:_lrﬂdﬁcc. reports PTI.

e group. comprising emi-
Citizenn v['ll}’?.lﬁdguugl’l'

of international affairs. would
meet Foreign Minister Abdus
Sattar from time to time for
consultations and advice, an of-
ficial release said yesterday.

The Foreign Minister would
also invite Former Foreign
Ministers Agha Shahi and
Sahibzada Yaqub Khan and
prominent lawyer SM Zafar,
the release said.

The members of the group®

are: Former Ambassadors
Mansur Ahmed. Magbool A.
Bhatty, Tanvir Ahmed Khan,
Alzal Mahmood and Mehdi Ma-
sood.

Others are: Lt Gen (Retd)
Nishat Ahmed. Gen (Retd) KM

Arif, Dr. Munir Ahmed Baluch,
Prof. Masuma Hassan, Air
Marshal (retd) Zulfigar Ali
Khan, Dr. Azmat Hayat Khan,
Dr. Shirin Mazari. Prof. D R
Sarfaraz Hussain Mirza, Dr.
Rasul Bakhsh Raees, Ahmed
Rashid. Dr. Mehtab All Shah.
Prof. Naveed A Tahir, Rahimul-

lah Yusufzai and Nasim Zehra.

i B FrT Y g T, Yy .
Reuters’adds: Muhammad
Yaqub, a former central bank
governor, has resigned from the
top council set up by Pakistan's
new military rulers, sources
close to Yaqub said yesterday.

* They said Yaqub quit the Na-
tional Security Council (NSC),
the first person to do so since it
was set up after an October 12
coup brought the army to power
and deposed former prime
minister Nawaz Sharif.

Pakistani newspapers said
the former head of the State
Bank of Pakistan (SBP) had re-
signed because of criticism
from other members of the mil-
itary-led administration.

No compromise on

JERUSALEM. Dec 3: Prime
Minister Ehud Barak said
Thursday he would not give in
lo Palestinian demands to alter
a planned Israeli troop with-
drawal from 5 per cent of the
West Bank, reports AP.

The pullback was due by
November 15, but has been held
up by the dispute. Israeli and
Palestinian negotiators met
Thursday afternoon to try to
break the impasse, but failed to
resolve their differences.

Palestinian negotiator Saeb
Erekat denied that the
Palestinians want to leave the
matter for US Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright. who ar-
rives next week. Erekat said
Palestinian Jleader Yasser
Arafat gave him clear instruc-
tions to settle the matter before
Albright arrives.

The US State Department
has been careful not to raise ex-
pectations about the trip.

Israeli negotiator Oded Eran
said Thursday it was up to the
Palestinians to solve the prob-
lem. "We made a decision and

pullout plan: Barak

we prepared the map and now
the Palestinians side has to de-
cide what to do."” Eran said.

The Palestinians initially
insisted that Israel change the

areas earmarked for with-
drawal to include more heavily
pulated areas, including West
ank suburbs of Jerusalem.
Israel says it has the sole right
to decide which areas to hand
over.

"From our point of view, the
discussion on the 5 per cent is
done.” Barak told Israel Radio.
"We are not conducting extended
negotiations on this."

The Palestinians later sig-
naled that they were willing lo
accept the Israeli withdrawal
map in exchange for promises
that they would have a say over
the shape of uEnnmIng partial
troop pullbacks. Israel has
turned down the proposal.

The negotiating teams are to
resume their talks Monday, be-
fore Albright's arrival here, "We
hope to reach dgreement as fast
as possible,” said Arafat, "we
don't want any crisis.”

15 feared buried as blast
levels building in Austria

WILHELMSBURG., MAssstria,
Dec 3: A gas explosion demn.>l-
Ished an Austrian apartment
building on Thursday evening,
killing at least one person an
burying in unknown number
who had returned to their flats
after an earlier alarm, reports
Reuters,

One woman was rescued
alive from the rubble after hav-
ing a leg amputated so she could
be pulled free. She was said to be
tnl critical conditibn in hospi-
tal.

Austrian television said 10
lo 15 people were believed to be
trapped under the rubble while
other reports said the figure
could be higher, .

The blast occurred just be-
fore 7 pm on Thursday, when
many families were likely to be
having dinner, in a three-storey
building containing 12 apart-
ments in Wilhelmsburg, a town
of 7,000 people 60 km southwest
of Vienna.

Two hurdred firefighters
and around 80 soldiers, many
with experience of relief opera-
tions. in this year's earthquake
in Turkey. prepared to work
through the night, initially

shifting rubble by hand so as
not to endanger survivors.

"We are being very careful so
that if there are survivors were
do not put them in any addi-
tional danger,” said Lower
Austria fire service chief
Wilfried Weissgerber.

Earth-moving equipment
and diggers were in action on
parts ol the site where the build-
ing had stood.

The provincial governor of
Lower Austria, Erwin Proell,
said residents had earlier been
evacuated because of a gas leak.

"Apparently a private com-
pany mounted a lightning pro-
tection system at the house dur-
ing the afternoon. A gas pipe
algpears to have been cut while
this was going on.” he told
Austrian television. "The house
;aj_s evacuated but later declared

e

Proell. shaken by the scene
of devastation. said it would be
‘close to a miracle” if anyone
was rescued alive.

But army Colonel Friedrich
Kuehnel, a veteran of earth-

uake relief in Turkey, said
ere was still hope.

of the University of
California-Los Angeles, one of

has other goals, including de-
livering new up-close images of
the Martian surface and. for the
first time. relaying back to
Earth the actual sounds of Mars
via a small microphone.

But before the scientific pay-
off. flight engineers must first
bring the lander safely to the
ground. In the final hours be-
fore it hits the Martian atmo-
sphere, the spacecraft will re-

ceive its final course instruc-
tions and begin its own repara-
tions for landing, which in-
clude jettisoning both its pro-
tective "cruise ring” and the two
probes and positioning itself so
that its heatshield bears the
brunt of the ferocious 3.000 de-

gree Fahrenheit friction gener-
ated as it hurtles through the
Martian atmosphere, _
* Once on the ground, the craft

will pause to let the dust settle
and then slowly extend the so-
lar panels which will give it
power.* It will also extend its

of Mars

prin:iar}r antenna to sweep the
sky. seeking contact with
Earth.

Scientists say that if all S
well, the fist signals from Mars
could come through by about
12:40 pm Pacific time (0240
BST) and last for about 45 min-
utes. After that, the spacecraft
will shut down for about five
hours while it recharges.

Later Friday, it is scheduled
to begin a series of transmis-
sions to Earth and to receive its
first instructions. But scientists
cautioned that it may take some
time — or even days — for the
lander to establish a viable
communication link and that
silence from Mars after the ini-
tial landing should not be in-
terpreted as failure.

"There is still a very real
ossibility that we may not
ear anything during that

whole period of time,” said
Rich Cook, project manager
for operations.

Recent picture released by the NASA shows the Mars Po-

lar Lander (MPL) spacecraft shown in an artist impression
on the Martian surface, in the South Polar Region. Three
months after the Mars Climate Orbiter failed to go into
orbit around the Red Planet, observers from earth are
gearing up for the landing of the US probe MPL scheduled

for yesterday.

— AFP photo

Kulsoom Nawaz
announces entry

1into politics

ISLAMABAD, Dec 3: Kul-
soom Nawaz, wife of deposed
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif,
has sald she entered politics
only to save her husband and
will quit the moment he is re-
leased from jail, reports PTI.

[ am out of my house of fight
a battle for my innocent hus-
band who is in jail for no crime.
I have never had any ambition
in politics. But now if I am in

litics, I am here to save my

usband, Kulsoom told re-
porters outside the anti-terror-
ism court in Karachi where her
husband was produced in the
treason and plane hijacking
case,

| will say goodbye (to poli-
tics) the moment my husband
comes out (of jail) and I pray all
day long for that moment, she
said.

The 49-year-old Kulsoom as-
serted that she had no intention
of taking over the control of
Pakistan Muslim League (PML)
as the party was in safe hands.

sources, however, said

some PML leaders were trying

to install Kulsoom Nawaz as the

rty chief so that the Sharif's

amily’s control over it could
continue,

This has made some senior
PML voice opposition to the
move.

PML leader Mian Khursheed
Mahmood Kasuri has openly
opposed Kulsoom taking con-
trol of the party which her de-
tained husband continued to
head officially.

Russian troops

Chechen town

MOSCOW. Dec 3: A Russian
commander said toda
Moscow's forces had seized the
key Chechen town of Argun and
were beginning operations to
clear it of Muslim rebels, re-
ports Reuters,

The town guards the eastern
.ap ches to the Chechen cap-
ital Grozny and is the third ma-
jor settlement to be seized by
Russian forces since they began
their offensive three months
ago to restore Moscow’s control
over the territory.

But rights organisations and
Western nations have kept up a
steacﬁ' stream of criticism of
the offensive, which has caused
many civilian casualties and
lorced around 200,000 refugees
lo flee to neighbouring regions.

"Operations are cglnnlng
from dawn to clear this town,
Interfax news age quoted the
first deputy head of the general
staff. Valery Manilov, as saying
of Argun.

He said the Muslim rebels
whom Moscow has vowed to
wipe out had lost 100 men in the
fiﬁ for Argun while Russian
losses were 34. The figures could
not be independently con-
firmed.

The other key towns of Gud-
ermes and Achkhoi-Martan
were tlaken without a shot after
local elders persuaded the
rébels to leave and allow Russi-
a’'s forces to walk in.

Grozny remained under si
and Interfax quoted the mili-
tary at Russia's base of Mozdok,
just outside Chechnya, as say-
ing the capital., Argun and the
town of Urus-Martan, heavily
defended by the rebels, were hit
by air raids in the last 24 hours.

Grozny has been bombed and
shelled lor several weeks by
Russian forces but Moscow's to
commanders have severa
limes denied they would try and
take the city by storm.

China appoints

new ministers

BEIJING, Dec 3: China's
highest governing body. the
State Council. has made new
appointments tc several key
positions, state media reported
today. says AFP.

According to the official
Xinhua news agency, Wang
Guangya was appointed vice-

minister of foreign affairs to
replace W Yin .
Wang Yang and Zhang

Guobao were appointed vice-
ministers of the State
Development Planning
Commission.

Mou Benli was appointed
vice-mrinister of the State
Ethnic Affairs Commission to
replace Cheng Hong and Wen
Ji

‘Hua Yong'an mta -
inted China's represen

Fl:? the Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the
Far:liﬂc of the Unllgg Nations to
replace Lu Y .

The Stat‘:g:mnd] regularly
reshuffles positions, often due
to retirements.



