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British Foreign
Secy invites
Pak FM for
talks

AFP, islamabad

British Foreign Secretary Robin
Cook has invited Pakistani Foreign
Minister Abdul Sattar to London for
talks next month, a high commission
spokeswoman said here yesterday.

The talks will be the highest level
contact between Britain and
Pakistan since General Pervez
Musharraf seized power in a blood-
less coup here in October 1999.

A foreign office spokesman said
Sattar had accepted the offer and the
meeting would take place in June,
although neither side commented on
what would be discussed.

Britain has expressed concern
about the lack of detail in
Musharraf's plans to restore "genu-
ine democracy" with elections before
October 12 nextyear.

The Commonwealth suspended
Pakistan from its councils, barring it
from attending meetings or securing
technical help.

Panja removed
from all posts
of

Trinamool
Congress

PTI, Kolkata

Trinamool Congress on Monday
stripped dissident party leader Ajit
Panja of all party posts, including
chairmanship of its West Bengal unit
for 'anti-party activities', even as a
defiant Panja described the deci-
sion as 'illegal and self-destructive'.

Panja has been removed from all
the posts of the Trinamool Congress
since his activities have been harm-
ing the interests of Trinamool, party
spokesman Sudip Bandopadhyay
told newsmen here.

The decision was taken at the
party's working committee meeting
held at the residence of TC Chief
Mamata Banerjee here.

Panja did not attend.

Panja, however, will now remain
as an ordinary member, he said.

Blast at
German

chemical plant:
100 hurt

AP, Berlin

More than 100 people suffered slight
injuries on Monday after an explo-
sion and fire at a BASF chemical
plant released a stinging cloud of gas
in the western city of Ludwigshafen,
police and the company said.

The injured included 50 children
from a nearby elementary school and
kindergarten as well as 50 to 60
BASF workers. Victims were treated
for skin, eye and breathing problems,
but there were no serious injures.

Residents in several parts of the
city were advised to keep doors and
windows shut while the black cloud
drifted overhead. The company
urged people living next to the plant
to wash off toys and furniture that
was outside at the time of the acci-
dent.

BASF spokesman Jacqueline
Engesser said the gas was released
by an explosion around noon during
the process of drying a powder used
in ironing starch. The fire was put out
in about half and hour but some 400
kilograms of the substance was
released, Engesser said.

One witness reported a loud bang
followed by a sharp odour.

Although it isn't carcinogenic,
contact with the substance can
cause eye and skin irritation, she
said. The gas included nitrogen
oxide, the company said.

It wasn't immediately clear what
caused the accident.

Four killed in
sectarian clash
in Pakistan

AFP, islamabad

Four people were shot dead and
seven were wounded in sectarian
clashes between members of the
Sunni and Shiite Muslim groups in
northwestern Pakistan, police said
yesterday.

Police said two members of the
Sunni extremist group Sipah-i-
Sahaba Pakistan (SSP) and two
Shiites were killed in the clashes
Monday in the town of Dera Ismail
Khan, North West Frontier
Province.

"An SSP activist Jamil Jumman
was murdered by an armed assail-
antduring an early morning attack at
his house. It was followed by the
murder of another SSP member
around midday," police officer
Mashkoor Ahmed said.

He said armed SSP members
then took to the streets and fired at
Shiite homes and shops.

"Two Shiites were killed and
seven were wounded when SSP
men retaliated," Ahmed said.

Heavy contingents of police were
rushed to the area to restore order
and the situation was under control,
he said.

Dozens of Pakistanis have been
killed in sectarian attacks this year.

'South Asian states spending more on
military but not enough on children’

AFP, Kathmandu

South Asian countries are spending more on the military but not enough on
their children, a UNICEF official said at the start of a regional two-day meet-
ingin Nepal on children.

"In 1999, five South Asian countries spent close to 15 billion dollars for
the military but they do not have sufficient budget ... for their children," Kul
Chandra Gautam, deputy director of the UN children's fund (UNICEF), said
atthe start of the UNICEF-sponsored meeting.

"One of the poorest of the regions, South Asia continues to arm itself to
the teeth," said Gautam, a Nepalese national. "While military spending went
down by minus 29 per cent globally in 1990s, it went up in South Asia by 25
percent."

"While we have around 22 per cent of the world's population, we have 35
per cent of the world's child deaths, 40 per cent of the world's poor, 40 per
cent of the world's illiterate and a staggering 50 per cent of the world's mal-
nourished children," he said.

"The South Asian countries have enough money to have a thriving
Bollywood industry, the money to bail out loss-making state enterprises and
also the money to maintain the military, but they don't have enough money
forthe children," he said.

The UNICEF official added, "A land of contrast, South Asia has some of
the world's smartest wizards in Information Technology (IT) but yet it has the
largest number of illiterates representing 40 per cent of the world's popula-

tion."

"South Asia has countries with access to nuclear devices but they don't
have enough latrines for millions of its people," he said.

The meeting was attended by senior government and corporate repre-
sentatives from Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Nepal
and Pakistan.

Delegates would address child welfare programmes in their countries, a
UNICEF spokesman said.

Their recommendations would be submitted with the outcomes of similar
regional meetings in Beijing, Berlin and Cairo to the UN General Assembly in
September.

Nepal's finance minister Ram Sharan Mahat told the meeting that the
"human landscape in our region continues to be characterised by poverty,
underdevelopment, discrimination, environmental degradation, social
upheaval, conflict and natural disasters."

"All these factors have impact on social development and on survival,
development and protection of children," Mahat said.

Foreign minister Chakra Prasad Bastola, who opened the meeting, told
delegates: "The vision for a better South Asia will not materialise unless
investment is made for children."

"The only viable option to achieve this goal is to work in cooperation with
governmental agencies, corporate bodies, international development
agencies, civil society and non-governmental organisations," he said.

US launches fresh effort
to end ME violence

AFP, Jerusalem

The United States embarked on a
diplomatic mission yesterday to
push for an Israeli-Palestinian
ceasefire following the release of
the Mitchell report into the eight-
month tide of violence.

But Israel and the Palestinians
were divided over the implementa-
tion of the long-awaited report,
which calls for an immediate halt to
fighting and confidence-building
measures including a halt to Israeli
settlement activity.

The US ambassador to lIsrael,
Martin Indyk, met Prime Minister
Ariel Sharon to discuss
Washington's plan to bring an end to
the violence and pave the way for an
eventual renewal of negotiations,
and is due later to meet Palestinian
leader Yasser Arafat.

But on the ground violence
erupted again, with the Israeli army

reporting four mortar bombs fired on
Israeli territory near the Gaza Strip
and on a Jewish settlement inside
the area, while overnight fighting
raged on the outskirts of Jerusalem.

Sharon met Indyk and US con-
sul-general Ron Schlicher at his
office in Jerusalem for two hours
late Monday following the release of
the report by the panel set up seven
months ago headed by former US
senator and Northern Ireland peace
mediator George Mitchell.

"They discussed the framework
and timetable for the implementa-
tion of the Mitchell commission
report," a US embassy official said,
adding that the two US diplomats
expected to meet Arafat later
Tuesday.

US Secretary of State Colin
Powell, who spoke with both Israeli
and Palestinian leaders after the
release of the report, announced
that the ambassador to Jordan

William Burns would be his "special
assistant" to the Middle East.

He also endorsed the Mitchell
report which calls for an end to the
violence that has claimed more than
560 lives since September, a halt to
Jewish settlements and stronger
Palestinian action against terrorism.

"If they do not return to the nego-
tiating table, they face the prospect
of fighting it out for years on end,"
the report said.

But reflecting the hands-off
approach of the administration of
George W. Bush, Powell ruled out at
least for now any direct negotiations
in person with Israeli and
Palestinian leaders.

Israelis and Palestinians mean-
while argued over which should
come first, a halt to the violence or a
freeze on settlement activity which
the Palestinians consider illegal
under international law.

Vajpayee on shaky ground

Samata Party may withdraw support

AFP, New Delhi

Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari
Vajpayee, who was re-elected on a
campaign slogan of "able leader,
stable government," is on increas-
ingly shaky ground 19 months into
his second term of office.

After a smooth first year, the 76-
year-old has this year been beset by
a series of challenges, the latest of
which is threatening to cut his
National Democratic Alliance
(NDA)'s parliamentary majority to
justseven seats.

The latest crisis was triggered
Monday in the small northeastern
state of Manipur.

The local government, led by the
Samata Party, a member of the
NDA, fell when all but one legislator
from the Hindu nationalist BJP party
voted against a confidence motion.

The BJP, Vajpayee's party, is the
dominant force of the NDA. lts
decision to vote out the Samata-led
governmentin Manipur was seen as
an act of betrayal and prompted
threats of a retaliatory walkout from
the NDA coalition in New Delhi.

Senior party leader George
Fernandes, who is also the conve-
nor of the NDA, snubbed a coalition
meeting on Monday and is expected
to announce soon a decision on
whether the party will withdraw its
support from the government.

A Samata pullout would reduce
Vajpayee's parliamentary majority
from 19 tojust seven seats.

Vajpayee's current troubles
started on March 13 when an
Internet website, www.tehelka.com,
screened a sensational four-hour
videotaped expose of corruption in
Indian political and defence circles.

The tehelka tapes showed
politicians, including former BJP
president Bangaru Laxman, army
generals and top bureaucrats
accepting bribes from undercover
reporters posing as arms agents of
afictitious company.

The crisis snowballed into a
major embarrassment for the 76-
year-old Vajpayee. The opposition
led by Sonia Gandhi's Congress
party has called for the government
toresign.

Laxman quit the BJP's presi-

dency within hours of the televised
screening of the tapes.

Fernandes, who was then the
defence minister, also resigned and
another key member of the NDA,
the Trinamool party with nine MPs,
pulled out of the ruling coalition.

Opposition stalled parliament for
weeks, demanding a house probe
into the scam and the government
faced great difficulty in passing the
federal budget.

To add to Vajpayee's problems,
the May 10 elections in five Indian
states saw a revival of fortunes for
the Congress party.

Congress bagged three states
and was in the winning camp in
another one. Vajpayee's coalition
partners lost power in two states.

Mounting pressure from the
RSS, a hardline Hindu nationalist
organisation, is also adding up to
Vajpayee's problems. The orthodox
RSS is the parent organisation of
the BJP and acts as a "big brother,"
influencing and sometimes chang-
ing government decisions.

The most recent attacks from the
RSS targeted finance minister

Yashwant Sinha for his alleged "pro-
West" reforms and "anti-worker"
policies. Other liberals close to
Vajpayee have also been hit, includ-
ing key advisors N.K Singh and
Brajesh Mishra.

Vajpayee has also been put on
the defensive over the failure of his
unilateral ceasefire in Kashmir. The
initiative has failed to stem the
violence in the disputed territory and
been rejected by separatists as a
sham.

Whatever the outcome of the
current crisis, political analysts are
in doubt that the honeymoon period
is over for Vajpayee's government.

"l wouldn't predict the fall of the
government but the situation seems
irretrievable," said Zoya Hassan, a
professor at Jawaharlal Nehru
University.

"The BJP is constantly fire-
fighting with its allies and with the
RSS. This is certainly not a good
picture."

PHOTO: AFP

Samata Party leader Jaya Jetley (R), Senior Samta party leader and former Defence Minister George Fernandes (L)
and former Minister of state for railways Digvijay Singh (C) arrive for a working committee meeting of the party in
New Delhi yesterday. The Samata Party, a key ally of India's federal coalition dominated by the Bharatiya Janta Party
(BJP), has threatened to pull out of the central government after the BJP did not back Samata party's state govern-
ment in a confidence motion in the north eastern Indian state of Manipur.
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An unidentified sand sculptor works at Hardelot Beach, north west France, on Monday during the World sand sculp-
tors competition, which brought together ten international sculptors. The competition, whose theme is the Fontaine

fables, will be judged on May 24.

China sees US visit by Chen and
Dalai Lama as insult

AFP, Beijjing

The warm welcome being given to the Dalai Lama and Taiwanese President
Chen Shui-bian in the United States will be seen as a calculated insult by
China which detests both men, analysts said.

The Communist leadership in Beijing reviles Chen and the Tibetan spiri-
tual leader as separatists intent on gaining independence for Taiwan and
Tibet, and forcing the break-up of China.

By hosting both men at the same time -- Chen is on a stopover in New
York while the Dalai is to meet President George W. Bush Wednesday --
Washington has clearly spelled out its new priorities to Beijing.

The two visits were approved despite vociferous Chinese protests. They
also come against a background of deteriorating Sino-US relations and the
Bush administration's suspicious and hawkish view of China.

"China will see them (the visits) as a very deliberate insult and a confron-
tational approach by George Bush," said Professor Lau Sui-kai, a political
analyst at the Chinese University in Hong Kong.

Chen is not scheduled to meet any US officials during his 40-hour visit
before he heads to Central America but he will meet influential US lawmak-
ers.

The relatively high-profile stay is in stark contrast to Chen's visit in August
last year when the previous US administration all but confined him to his
hotel so as not to upset Beijing.

China considers Taiwan part of its territory and it sees any recognition of
the island's leaders on the international stage as encouragement for
Taiwanese independence, which it has promised to oppose with military
force.

Jean-Pierre Cabestan, of the French Centre for Research on
Contemporary China in Hong Kong, said the two visits showed Bush was not
prepared to be intimidated by China's noisy and often vitriolic rhetoric.

"Frankly the attitude of the Clinton administration, which prevented Chen

from meeting with press or lawmakers, was ridiculous. Why bow to the
Chinese when you are the most powerful nation in the world?" said
Cabestan.

Since Bush took office promising to treat China as a rival rather than a
partner, relations have plummeted and tension reached breaking point last
month after a collision between a US spy plane and Chinese fighter jet.

Bush's decision to sell Taiwan sophisticated new weapons, US criticism
of China's human rights record and the arrest of half a dozen Chinese-
American scholars in China have further inflamed the situation.

China also views Bush's plans to build a National Missile Defence (NMD)
as an attempt to neutralise its military power and shield Taiwan from possible
attack.

Lau Siu-kai said despite the tension China had still been unsure how to
evaluate Bush, until now.

"I think Beijing must come to the conclusion that as long as Bush remains
US president there will be a new Taiwan policy and maybe even a new Tibet
policy," he said.

US officials downplayed the Dalai Lama's planned meetings with Bush
and Secretary of State Colin Powell, pointing out that former president Bill
Clinton also met the Nobel laureate and that the meetings were not political.

But Jigmey Tsultrin, spokesman for the Tibetan government in exile in
India, said Bush's meeting with the Dalai Lama was significant as it would
take place on the 50th anniversary what China considers its "liberation" of
Tibet.

"It looks like Bush will treat the Tibetan issue as a priority and put more
pressure to Beijing to improve the situation for Tibetans," he said.

Earlier this month Bush appointed Under Secretary of State for Global
Affairs Paula Dobriansky as a special coordinator for Tibet, a move con-
demned by Beijing as interference in its internal affairs.

Wahid likely to be impeached,
says Indonesian Speaker

AP, Jakarta

As pressure mounted on
Indonesian President Abdurrahman
Wahid for alleged corruption, the
head of the nation's top legislature
said impeachment proceedings
seemed inevitable, news reports
said yesterday.

However, one of Wahid's closest
advisers said the ouster of the
president was far from certain.

Parliament is scheduled to
decide on May 30 whether to launch
formal impeachment proceedings
against Wahid, who has been

implicated in two multimillion-dollar
corruption scandals and accused of
incompetence. Lawmakers have
already censured him twice for the
scandals, despite his repeated
denials of any wrongdoing.

Amien Rais, the speaker of
Indonesia's highest lawmaking
body, the People's Consultative
Assembly, said an extraordinary
meeting of the 700-member legisla-
tive college, which elected Wahid in
October 1999, could be held by late
July to decide whether to impeach
Wahid.

"The direction toward the special
session is already very strong," Rais
was quoted as telling the Kompas

newspaper. "It is difficult to imagine
a special session will nothappen."
Rais a longtime ardent critic of

Wahid said the president would
have to present an accountability
speech to the lawmakers at the
meeting.

"If the speech is accepted, he will
prevail. But if it is rejected, he will be
finished," Rais said, according to the
Jakarta Post.

Wahid on Tuesday refused to
speak to reporters about the possi-
bility of such a meeting. However,
Foreign Minister Alwi Shihab said
the head of state may still survive.
"Impeachment is not certain," he
told reporters at the presidential
palace. "We must have positive

thinking."

In recent weeks top army gener-
als have publicly warned Wahid not
to try to dissolve Parliament follow-
ing reports that he intended to
declare martial law.

Wabhid has repeatedly denied he
has any such plans. However, his
spokesman confirmed that he had
discussed the possibility with senior
officers.

Lawmakers are widely expected
on May 30 to formally ask the
People's Consultative Assembly to
convene a special session of the
legislature to impeach Wahid.
Organisational preparations for that
session are expected to last two
months.

If it goes ahead, Wahid could be
found guilty of corruption and
removed from office by August. If he
is ousted, Vice President Megawati
Sukarnoputri, the daughter of
Indonesia'" founding leader
Sukarno, is almost certain to take
the top job.

She enjoys widespread support
among Indonesia's poor. Her follow-
ers have held massive rallies
recently in various parts of the
country urging her to become presi-
dent.

Thai PM's wife
called to testify
in corruption trial

AFP, Bangkok

Thailand's Constitutional Court
yesterday agreed to call Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra's wife
and brother-in-law as witnesses in
the corruption trial threatening to
end his political career.

Thaksin is also expected to make
his debut appearance before the
court later this month, to deliver a
closing statement in the case which
opened on April 3.

The Constitutional Court judges
ordered Thaksin's wife Pojamarn
and her brother Bannapot
Damapong to appear for cross-
examination after they submitted

written testimony over the graft
charges.

Four legal and finance experts
were also called to take the stand to
testify over allegations that Thaksin
concealed 100 million dollars of his
vast fortune in official asset declara-
tions filed four years ago.

The charges carry a penalty of a
five-year ban from politics, which
would see the prime minister turned
out of office only months after he
swept to power in a landslide elec-
tion victory.

Thaksin indicated after the
hearing that his lawyers may now
lodge an application for Pojamarn to
make another written testimony
instead of appearing in person.

PHOTO: AFP
Aid workers (L) use a boat to bring food to a woman (C) and two of her daughters (R) surrounded by flood waters in
the Darkalakh district of Yakuts on Monday. Forty per cent of the major Siberian city of Yakutsk could be under water
within 24 hours, as the worst floods in a century threatened its 200,000 inhabitants.
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