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Israel carries out punishing
attacks as violence spirals

7/ Palestinians, 2 Israelis killed

AFP, Jerusalem

Israel heaped retaliatory punishment on the Palestinian Authority
Wednesday, killing seven Palestinians and losing two of its own soldiers in
bloody overnight attacks throughout the Gaza Strip.

Seven Palestinians and two lIsraeli soldiers were killed Wednesday
during army operations in the Gaza Strip in the 17-month-old Intifada's
bloodiest week so far.

As the unprecedented round of tit-for-tat violence continued, three
Palestinians were killed in an Israeli army incursion at Abassan near Khan
Yunis in the south of the Gaza Strip, medical sources said.

Two Israeli soldiers were also killed during fighting with the Palestinians
during the incursion, Israeli military sources said. According to Palestinian
security sources, 14 Palestinians were captured.

Israeli F-16 fighter jets also fired at least one rocket on Palestinian secu-
rity buildings in the northern part of Gaza City Wednesday, injuring at least
three civilians, Palestinian security and hospital sources said.

In a statement the army said that "special units, infantry and engineers,
had operated overnight Tuesday to Wednesday in the north, the south and
the centre of the Gaza Strip against Palestinian terrorists and their infra-
structures”.

The statement said that during the incursion around Khan Yunis and
Abassan the army had destroyed three homes belonging to militants on
Israel's wanted list but did not comment further as the operation was not yet

over late Wednesday morning.

The heavy army operations came a few hours after the Ezzedine Al-
Qassam Brigades, the armed wing of the Islamic movement Hamas,
claimed responsibility for a rocket attack on southern Israel, which injured
three Israelis for the first time.

Israel had warned when this new weapon was first used that if one of the
rockets ever hit a populated area in Israel, the army's retaliation would be
radical.

In another deadly operation, Israeli marines attacked Palestinian targets
in Beit Lahia, killing four Palestinians and wounding five, one of them seri-
ously.

Allin their twenties, they were named by Palestinian hospital sources as
Maher Hamada and Ahmad Abu Taher, both of them members of the
Palestinian navy, Mohammad al-Qoma and Najdi al-Sabagh.

Meanwhile, a spokesman for Rafidiyeh Hospital in Nablus said 23-year-
old Abed Razeq Khader died Wednesday from injuries sustained a day
earlierin clashes with Israeli troops.

The deaths bring the overall toll from the 17-month-old Palestinian intifa-
dato 1,378, of whom 1,043 are Palestinians and 312 Israelis.

Meanwhile, witnesses said the Israeli army encircled two autonomous
Palestinian villages near the northern West Bank militant stronghold of
Jenin.

Israeli infantry units backed by some 15 tanks encircled Al-Yamun, while
other troops with five tanks were deployed around SilatAl-Harbiya.

Decision on
genocide suite
against
Sharon
postponed

AFP, Brussels

A Belgian court on Wednesday
postponed a ruling on whether it has
jurisdiction to try a suit charging
Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon
with genocide in the 1982 massacres
in the Sabra and Shatila Palestinian
refugee campsin Lebanon

The court did not say when it
would rule on the admissibility of the
case.

The case was lodged by 23
Palestinians under a a 1993 law that
allows war crimes, crimes against
humanity and genocide cases to be
tried in Belgium regardless of where
the acts took place or the countries of
residence of plaintiffs and defen-
dants.

The suit against Sharon was
lodged last June by 23 Palestinian
survivors or relatives of those killed in
the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps
outside Beirut, when Sharon was
Israel's defense minister.
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This undated photo released by the Army Times on Tuesday shows First Sgt. Johnathan Blosssom, of the 2nd
Battalion, 187th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division running for cover during a fire fight on March 3 near
Sirkhankel, Afghanistan. The position was being attacked by mortar fire, rocket propelled grenades and heavy
machine gun fire. US and coalition forces have been in the area for the last three days in the largest offensive yet,

against remaining Taliban and al-Qaida fighters.

PHOTO: AFP
US President George W. Bush (R) shakes hands with the Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak (L) on Tuesday at the
White House in Washington, DC. Bush and Mubarak discussed recent tensions in the Middle East and the ongoing
war in Afghanistan.

British special forces
lead hunt for Omar

AFP, London

British special forces are leading a
hunt in southern Afghanistan for
Taliban leader Mullah Mohammad
Omar, a newspaper reported here
Wednesday, citing defence
sources.

The operation, with the aid of US
troops and Afghan fighters, follows
intelligence reports that Omar is in
the area with a number of his lieu-
tenants, though there is no sugges-
tion that prime terror suspect
Osama bin Laden is there too, the
sources told The Independent.

Around 50 British special forces
have carried out more than half a
dozen raids as part of the hunt,
mainly in Kandahar province, they
added.

A number of Taliban fighters
have been killed and captured and
documents discovered in the opera-
tion, while allied Afghan fighters

have also lost said the
defence sources.

Last month, Yunus Qanooni,
interior minister of the new US-
backed government in Kabul, told
the Arabic newspaper Asharq al-
Awsat that Mullah Omar was proba-
bly moving within Helmand province
near the border with Pakistan, while
bin Laden could be in the Afghan-
Pakistan border region.

Bin Laden, head of the al-Qaida
terrorist network, is the chief sus-
pect behind the suicide airline
hijackings that hit the United States
on September 11.

In retaliation for the terror strikes,
the United States launched a war in
Afghanistan on October 7, over-
throwing the Taliban government in
Kabul and routing its al-Qaida
guests, killing and capturing many
of them while forcing others to flee.
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Mugabe changes election
laws defying SC order

AFP, Harare

Zimbabwe President Robert
Mugabe, fighting to extend his 22-
year grip on power, has defied a
Supreme Court order and unilater-
ally decreed changes to conditions
at polling stations, three days before
voting begins.

Mugabe's latest decree, which
took effect on March 1, only adds to
the confusion surrounding the
weekend election.

So far, no one has been able to
inspect the voters roll, and changes
to the location of polling stations
have left many people unsure where
they are supposed to cast their
ballots.

Mugabe's order, which AFP
received a copy of Wednesday,
restored amendments the Supreme
Court had declared invalid and
added an unknown number of
ZANU-PF supporters to the voters'
roll, said Welshman Ncube, secre-

tary general for the opposition
Movement for Democratic Change
(MDC).

The order also left the door open
to more unannounced changes in
the electoral system, Ncube said, by
suggesting that "anything done in
the past and anything done in the
future" for the elections would be
valid under the law.

"It simply allows them to act in
terms of a non-existent law," he
said.

MDC lawyers are considering an
appeal to the Supreme Court over
the order, but with balloting due to
begin on Saturday, time was run-
ning out.

The restored amendments will
allow polling agents to require that
voters produce proof of residency,
even if they have already registered
tovote.

The new decree also declared
that anyone who registered to vote
up to March 3 would be allowed to

cast ballots, even though general
voters registration ended on
January 27, Ncube said.

"It's basically a supplementary
roll for ZANU-PF," Ncube said,
accusing the ruling party of register-
ing more people within the party's
own structures.

The voters' roll has swelled to
more than 5.6 million people, half a
million more than in parliamentary
polls two years ago, reports said
Wednesday.

Zimbabwe has a population of
about 12 million.

Registrar general Tobaiwa
Mudede told state media that 4,000
polling stations have been identified
sofar.

But MDC claims that the govern-
ment has moved 40 percent of
urban voting centres to rural areas
where the ruling Zimbabwe African
National Union-Patriotic Front
(ZANU-PF) party is thought to have
the most support.

'Indian presence in SAARC meet
in Pakistan to promote peace’

AFP, islamabad

Pakistan expressed hope Thursday
a regional meeting of information
ministers, due to be attended by
arch-rival India, would promote
peace in conflict-riven South Asia.

Information ministers from the
South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC)
started to arrive Thursday in the
Pakistani capital for their second
conference aimed at improving
information sharing among the
seven member-states.

"As a result of this conference, |
hope any tension we have within the
countries will be removed,"
Pakistan's new Information Minister
Nisar Menom said, quoted by state
media.

"When their leaders meet, they
may have any acrimony between
any two members of the SAARC,
and, | think, this is the time to relook

at and rethink about our priorities,"
said Menom, a former country head
of IBM who was appointed Tuesday
by President Pervez Musharraf.

India's Broadcasting Minister
Sushma Swaraj is due to attend the
meeting, making him the first Indian
government minister to visit
Pakistan since a December 13
attack on the parliament in New
Delhi sent tensions spiralling
between the two countries.

The nuclear-armed rivals have
massed around 800,000 troops on
their common border since the
attack, which New Delhi blamed on
Pakistan-based militants.

Menom said it was "a good omen
for SAARC" that all seven member
states -- Bangladesh, Bhutan, India,
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri
Lanka -- are participating.

Nepalese Information Minister
Joya Prakash Prasad Gupta, who
arrived Wednesday, said he was

optimistic the meet would promote
understanding.

"We have some problems within
the countries, every country is
facing a lot of problems and we hope
these kinds of meetings will help
promote understanding," Gupta
said.

In Nepal the army is fighting a
six-year Maoist insurgency which
has claimed the lives of more than

2,600 people.
Bhutanese Deputy Information
Minister Dasho Leki Dorji said

information technology could help
develop the region.

"Information communication
technology can be used to great
advantage of the region, we har-
ness this for the development of our
people," he said.

Norwegian general in Wanni
region to talk to Prabhakaran

AFP, colombo

monitoring team consisting of 18 Scandinavians.

A retired Norwegian general went Wednesday to rebel-
Lanka to finalise a
Scandinavian team's oversight of a truce between the

held areas in northern Sri

governmentand Tamil Tigers.

Trond Furuhovde travelled in a military helicopter to
the Wanni region, which is held by the rebel Liberation

Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).

Government spokesman G.L. Peiris said Furuhovde
was expected to hold talks with LTTE supremo Velupillai
Prabhakaran on arrangements to monitor the ceasefire,
which wentinto effect on February 23.

Norway, which has been mediating between the
government and the rebels, is currently assembling a

Three Norwegians, including Furuhovde, arrived
here Saturday and another 12 monitors were expected
to arrive here between Thursday and Sunday, with the
others arriving later, Peiris said.

President Chandrika Kumaratunga has complained

that entrusting a foreigner to oversee the truce is a
violation of Sri Lanka's sovereignty.

But Kumaratunga's spokesman Harim Peiris said the

president, who is an arch-rival of Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe, would not take action on the matter.
"The president will not do anything about it," Harim

Peiris said, adding that the president supported the

peace process although she had serious concerns
about the truce agreement.

Arabs set to endorse Saudi
peace plan for ME

AFP, Jeddan

After securing the support of Syria
and the Palestinian Authority, the
Saudi initiative for peace in the
Middle East is set to become a pan-
Arab peace plan, diplomats and
analysts said Wednesday.

Syrian President Bashar al-
Assad and Palestinian international
cooperation minister Nabil Shaath
both visited Saudi Arabia this week
and held lengthy talks with Crown
Prince Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz.

The prince is now due to present
his ideas to the Arab summit in

Beirut on Mach 27 and 28 to trans-
form it into a pan-Arab push for
peace.

Shaath declared full support for
the initiative launched last month by
the de facto ruler of the oil-rich
kingdom, and guardian of the holiest
sitesin Islam.

The official Saudi Press Agency
reported immediately Tuesday night
that Assad had "voiced his country's
support for Crown Prince Abdullah's
ideas aimed at reaching a just and
comprehensive settlement in the
region."

The two leaders held "positive

and successful talks ... concurring
on allissues they discussed."

And the Syrian press on
Wednesday backed that up.

Assad and Abdullah had "identi-
cal points of view," said SANA news
agency and "stressed that a just and
comprehensive peace in the region
can be reached only if Israel with-
draws from all the Arab territories
occupied in 1967, including Syria's
Golan Heights."

Assad "expressed his satisfac-
tion with Saudi Arabia's position,"
according to the agency.

Muslim MP
shot dead
in UP

AFP, Lucknow

A Muslim state legislator was shot
dead Wednesday outside the gov-
ernor's official residence in the
northern Indian state of Uttar
Pradesh, a police spokesman said.
Legislator Manzoor Ahmed was
shot as he was taking part in a
demonstration organised by his
regional Samajwadi Party.
He succumbed to injuries on the
way to hospital, police said.
Supporters of Ahmed's party had
caught one of the two suspected
assailants and handed him over to
police, the police spokesman said.
There was no immediate infor-
mation regarding a motive, but the
kiling came amid heightened
Hindu-Muslim tensions following an
eruption of sectarian violence in
western Gujarat state last week that
has claimed more than 600 lives.

Afghan warlords
hold meet to

talk on army
AFP, Kabul

Afghanistan's most powerful war-
lords came together Wednesday
with interim government leaders
and United Nations officials for a
landmark conference to discuss
security in the war-torn country.

The conference on building a
national army was attended by all of
Afghanistan's major warlords,
including Abdul Rashid Dostam and
Ismail Khan, as well as interim
leader Hamid Karzai and UN special
representative Lakhdar Brahimi.

"Since the establishment of the
interim administration, the defence
ministry has taken gradual steps
towards the creation of a national
army," Defence Minister
Mohammad Qasim Fahim told the
conference.

Malaysia deports
1,000 Filipino
migrants

AFP, Kuala Lumpur

About 1,000 Filipinos have been
deported from Malaysia's Sabah
state after the biggest crackdown on
illegal immigrants in decades,
reports said Wednesday.

They were given one-way tickets
and put on a ferry Tuesday bound
for Zamboanga city in the southern
Philippines from Sandakan town in
Sabah, which lies on Borneo island,
the Star newspaper said.

The New Straits Times said the
latest deportations brought the total
number of Filipino illegals deported
from Sabah since early this year to
4,477.

Gujarat turns to ‘night watchmen'’
to keep rioters at bay

Atthe Deluxe Apartments housing complex in the city's downtown area of

AFP, Ahmedabad

During the day Bhavin Vadgama works as a finance manager with an archi-
tectural firm and at night stands guard to protect his family and friends from

rioters.

In residential complexes in Ahmedabad, both Hindus and Muslims, form
groups of 25 to 30 volunteers and keep their eyes peeled for people moving

around their neighbourhood by dark.

Some of the older men in their 30s carry batons and iron rods to protect
themselves in the event of a mob attack.

India's western state of Gujarat has seen the worst Hindu-Muslim blood-
letting in a decade which has left over 580 people dead in the past five days.

"To ensure security within our private apartment complex we have to be
alert all night," said 30-year-old Vadgama. "It is a tedious job but usually we

take turns keeping watch."

His Rajdeep Park residential apartment block, which was attacked by a
mob last week, is in a Muslim neighbourhood and has narrow lanes leading

tothe entrance.

"All the people in the group know the residents around the area. So we
keep awatchful eye on any outsider," Vadgama said.

"Every once in a while in the night we go up onto the terrace and hide
there to see if anyone has dared to come in," he said.

Paldi about 15 people gather outside their building and play badminton,
soccer and cards at night to keep awake.

"Though the policemen are on the beat we feel it is better to be on guard
overselves," said 30-year-old businessman Nempal Parekh.

"ltis tough to go out at night as a curfew is in place. So we combine sports
with our make-shift duty to kill time. We sleep around six in the morning and

wake up by eleven," Parekh said.

Itis difficult to get access to the middle class Nasir Apartments residential
complex which houses 16 Muslim families as it has been targetted several

times by Hindu mobs.

Police now guard the entry points to the Muslim residential complex. Any
car entering the alley leading to Nasir Apartments is flagged down quickly so
that civilian "night guards" can distinguish friends from foes.

Elderly men huddle at the front gate discussing the riots.

"This is part of our life now," said Humayoon Hussian a resident of Nasir
Apartments. "l sleep through the day and work during the night. It is a bit
scary as our complex was targetted thrice and we had one very narrow

escape."

Kamal Jani, who extends loans for car purchases and stays in
Ahmedabad's Neelam Kunj residential complex, says he and his neigh-

bours "are always alert at night."
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Hindu Holy women shout slogans as they came to take part in a ritual for the
construction of the Ram Temple near Karsevak Puram in Ayodhaya on
Wednesday in Uttar Pradesh. Indian Muslims are mulling a compromise
formula offered by a hardline Hindu group to resolve a long-standing row

over a disputed religious site in the northern town of Ayodhaya.
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