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US offers Iraqg power
transfer concessions

Prisoner abuse probe opens

AFP, Baghdad

US overseer in Iraq Paul Bremer
says Washington is open to com-
promise on its power transfer plans
for the country after a leading
Shiite cleric threatened strikes and
protests unless the US-led coali-
tion holds direct elections.

Meanwhile, the US military said
Friday it had opened an investiga-
tion into reports of abuse of Iraqi
detainees by US troops at a coali-
tion detention facility.

Bremer's offer of modifications
to a November 15 deal with the
interim Iraqi Governing Council
came after influential Shiite cleric
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani
threatened a wave of unrest unless
his call for electionsis heeded.

"We're willing to consider
refinements and that's something
that we will be willing to discuss at

the appropriate time," said
Bremer, who holds talks on
Monday with UN Secretary
General Kofi Annan and Iraqi
councilmembers.

The once apolitical Sistani's
bombshell came after thousands of
Iraqi Shiites demonstrated support
for the religious hierarchy's rejec-
tion of coalition plans for provin-
cial caucuses to choose a provi-
sional government.

Sistani will not hesitate to call
strikes and a campaign of civil
disobedience if the coalition goes
ahead with plans to hand sover-
eignty to an unelected body in
June, hisrepresentatives warned.

Backed by the "wrath of God",
the cleric was willing to "continue
this battle to the end", representa-
tive Sheikh Abdel Mahdi al-
Karbalai said, adding that while
Sistani was still ready to talk, an

action planwasin place.

"(Sistani's) actions will be
progressive: we will begin perhaps
first with mass protests, then move
on to a civil disobedience cam-
paign, and then finally a general
strike," Karbalai said.

Iraq's Shiite religious parties
have found new voice following the
capture of their longtime tormen-
tor Saddam Hussein, piling pres-
sure on the coalition to adopt a
transition plan that reflects the
community's demographic
weight.

Both Bremer and the United
Nations have warned Iraqlacks the
basics for holding nationwide
elections, with no electoral law in
place and no population census on
which tobase an electoral register.

Washington hopes the forth-
coming talks involving Bremer and
the UN chief will persuade the

world body to dispatch a team to
Iraq to convince Sistani to back
down, diplomats say.

The move would mark a bold
step for the UN, which pulled staff
out of Iraq after a series of deadly
attacks against aid agencies
including a truck bombing that
killed its top envoy and 21 others in
August.

Annan has indicated he is
unwilling to send his personnel
back into Iraq unless he is satisfied
the security situation is improved
and that the UN will be given a
substantiverole to play.

Security remains a major prob-
lem for the coalition despite claims
by top generals that progress is
being made. In the latest attack
Friday, a teenage boy was killed
when abomb exploded in Baghdad
astroops tried to defuse it.
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Pakistani women dance during a march calling for "Peace in South Asia" at
the 2004 World Social Forum (WSF) in Mumbai. Tens of thousands of activ-
ists pushing nearly as many causes were taking part in lectures, workshops,
protests and entertainment at the fourth WSF.

Vajpayee hopes
Pakistan will keep
commitments

AFP, New Delhi

Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari
Vajpayee yesterday said he hoped
the commitments given him by
Pakistani leaders during his recent
meetings with them would be
implemented "sincerely."

"India and Pakistan have taken
some confidence-building mea-
suresrecently," Vajpayee told a two
meeting of provincial police chiefs
in the Indian capital New Delhi, the
Press Trust of India (PTI) news
agencyreported.

"They have led to an under-
standing between us about the way
forward towards relations of peace,
in which security and stability can
be enhanced.

"We hope that the commit-
ments undertaken will be imple-
mented sincerely and that we can
move forward ... rather than be
caughtinsuspicion and hostility."

In breakthrough talks earlier
this month, India and Pakistan
announced the resumption of their
stalled dialogue.

The agreement to re-enter talks
was reached in Islamabad at a
meeting between Vajpayee and
Pakistan President Pervez
Musharraf on the sidelines of a
regional summit.

The two sides also issued a joint
statement in which the Pakistani
president assured the Indian prime
minister that his country would not
be used for any "terrorist" activity
directed against India or any other
country.

New Delhi has repeatedly
accused Pakistan of aiding the
infiltration of Islamic militants into
Kashmir to foment an Islamic
militancy there, a charge
Islamabad has consistently denied.

More than 40,000 people have
been killed since the outbreak of
the Islamic rebellion in the scenic
Himalayan region in 1989 accord-
ing to Indian figures, though sepa-
ratists put the toll at twice as high.

Kashmir, the spark for two of the
three wars between the two South
Asian nuclear rivals since their
independence from British rule in
1947,is claimed by both in full.
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Nobel Peace laureate of 2003 Shirin Ebadi (R) talks with Indian actress and former MP Shabana Azmi at the opening
ceremony of the 2004 World Social Forum (WSF) in Mumbai Friday. Tens of thousands of anti-globalisation activists
began the movement's first convention in Asia, the six-day meeting blasting off with a peace performance and
speeches from leading world social critics. More than 78,000 people registered to take part in the hundreds of panels
and protests at the WSF, billed as an annual strategy session of civil society.

US reminds Israel to
weigh consequences
of targeted killing

AFP, Washington

The United States Friday issued its
boilerplate warning for Israel to
consider the consequences of its
actions amid signs the Jewish state
has targeted the spiritual leader of
the radical Islamic Hamas move-
ment for assassination.

"While Israel does the right to
defend itself, we've also made clear
that Israel needs to consider the
consequences of any actions that it
might be contemplating," State
Department spokesman Richard
Bouchersaid.

He added that the US position
on so-called "targeted killings" had
not changed, but did not repeat the
key element that Washington is
opposed tosuch acts.

Boucher also called on the
Palestinian Authority to do more to
rein in militant groups like Hamas,
which claimed responsibility for a
suicide bombing on Wednesday
that killed four Israelis at the Erez
crossingin the Gaza Strip.

"There is no excuse for violence
and terrorist attacks, and we've
called on the Palestinian Authority
to take action to ensure that these
groups, like Hamas, are not able to
carry out these attacks,” he told
reporters.

"Such attacks demonstrate why
ending terror must be the highest
priority," Boucher said. "We call on
Palestinian Authority to act now to
dismantle the terrorist capabilities
and networks that perpetuate such
attacks."

His comments came in
response to questions about
remarks made by Israel's deputy
defense minister Zeev Boim, who
said Hamas' spiritual leader,
Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, was
"marked for death."

"Sheikh Yassin is marked for
death, and he should hide himself
deep underground where he will
not know the difference between
day and night. And we will find him
in the tunnels, and we will elimi-
nate him," Boim told Israeli army
radio late Thursday.

Arctic winds
leave eastern

US colder
than Iceland

REUTERS, New York

Bone-chilling arctic winds and
record low temperatures swept the
US Northeast Friday, closing
schools in Boston, disrupting
flights in New York and raising the
chance of New England power
blackouts.

Social workers and police took
homeless people to shelters and
utilities were stretched to the limit,
asking customers to conserve
energy, as temperatures in the
region were well below those in
Juneau, Alaska and Reykjavik,
Iceland.

Pedestrians bustled on New
York streets bundled up from head
to toe as arctic winds of 18 mlljh
rnell((jie exposed skin feel painfully
cold.

"We have never experienced
anything like this," said Tamara
Neema, a tourist from California
visiting New York's Times Square.

Hanwha accused
of giving huge
illicit funds to 2
ROK parties
before polls

THE KOREA HERALD/ ANN, Seoul

The South Korean Hanwha Group
handed over an estimated 5 billion
won in alleged illicit funds to the
two major parties prior to the 2002
presidential election, prosecution
sources said yesterday.

The conglomerate is under
suspicion of providing some 4
billion won and 1 billion won in
certificates of deposit, respectively,
to the opposition Grand National
Party and the then-ruling
Millennium Democratic Party,
theysaid.

The prosecution will summon
Hanwha Chairman Kim Seung-
youn for

questionin% on details of his
group's slush tunds funneled into
the parties as soon as he returns
home, probably after the Lunar
New Year's holiday next week, the
sources said.

Kim left the country for the
United States earlier this month just
one day after the prosecution
hmoved to impose an exit ban on

im.

Campaign launched to

control small

AFP, Mumbai

Former Ireland president Mary
Robinson said yesterday develop-
mentand human rights groups had
launched an international cam-
paign for a treaty to control small
arms, along the lines of the
Landmine Convention.

"Really, small arms are the
weapons of mass destruction.
There are more than 600 million in
circulation," said Robinson, a
former UN Commissioner for
Human Rights.

"There are incredible deaths
which I had witnessed personally
in East Timor, in Africa, Columbia.
Children in Somalia are getting
names such as AKA, which are
names of guns," she told AFP on
the sidelines of an anti-
globalisation summitin Mumbai.

"It is a shocking problem for
women, who areraped at the end of
a gun. I hope this campaign on
small arms will become an early
example in this century of the same
spirit of the Landmine
Convention," Robinson said.

The campaign has been
launched by Oxfam International,
a development agency, Amnesty
International and the
International Action Network on
Small Arms.

According to the United
Nations, 1,000 deaths occur every
day due to small arms -- the vast
majority of victims being women
and children.

Oxfam, of which Robinson is
honorary chairwoman, says 639
million small arms were in circula-
tionaround the globe.

Arms are so prevalent, it adds,
that there is now one weapon for
every 10 people --- men, women
and children -- worldwide.

"The people in the international

arms trade

organisations need an arms trade
treaty and it will not get rid of the
problem as there are so many guns
in circulation. But it will have the
same impact as the Landmine
Treatyhad," Robinson said.

She said more than 80 percent
of arms were traded illegally but
that the campaign for an interna-
tional treaty on small arms was
gainingmomentum.

"A number of Latin American,
European and African countries
are signing on to support this
campaign. This is where the
human security is at risk,"
Robinsonsaid.

"This is the first time we are all
coming together on a campaign,"
shesaid.

According to Oxfam 90 percent
of the small arms are made by the
five permanent members of the
Security Council -- the United
States, Britain, Russia, France and
China.

Robinson said the treaty would
haveadeterrent effect.

"Once you have an arms treaty
you have much more monitoring
ofit. Itis a lucrative industry. In the
last century victims of wars were
mainly soldiers. In this century the
victims are civilians," she said.

The campaign, she hoped,
would receive a further boost
during the World Social Forum
(WSF) being held in India's finan-
cial hub of Mumbai, where activists
from 130 countries are debating
and demonstrating against the
world's economic and political
order.

"This is a good opportunity as it
isnotan abstract campaign. One of
the key issues in this WSF is human
security,” Robinson said adding
she would also be attending the
upcoming meet of the World
Economic Forumin Davos.

Ash most
attractive

woman
ANI, London

In a poll conducted by
hellomagazine.com, Bollywood
actress Aishwarya Rai was voted the
most attractive woman of 2003.

The 30-year-old green-eyed
beauty, popularly known as Ash,
received some 33 per centof the vote.

Upcoming British actress Keira
Knightley, 19, came in a close second
at31 percent.

Besides winning the Miss World
crown in Sun City, South Africa, way
back in 1994, Ash also has the
distinction of being the first Indian
actress to sit on the jury of the
prestigious Cannes Film Festival in
2003.

She is all set to make her
Hollywood debut later this year,
starring opposite Oscar-winning US
actress Meryl Streep in the thriller
"Chaos."

Ash is also widely tipped to star
opposite Pierce Brosnan in the next
Bond flick.

The top 10

1.Aishwarya Rai, 2. Keira Knightley

3. Nicole Kidman, 4. Catherine Zeta-
Jones, 5. Kate Winslet, 6. Angelina
Jolie, 7. Shakira, 8. Queen Rania, 9.
Gwyneth Paltrow, 10. Cindy Crawford.

More people falling ill
in Vietnam as bird flu
claims new victim

AFP, Hanoi

The World Health Organization
confirmed yesterday that a fourth
person had died from bird flu in
Vietnam and warned that a grow-
ing number of people were falling
sickwithrespiratoryillnesses.

The UN health agency said
more people had been referred to
two hospitals in Hanoi, raising
fears that if they test positive for the
virus it could wreak havoc on
Vietnam's predominantly rural
population.

The outbreak has sparked an
Asia-wide health scare but Bob
Dietz, the WHO's spokesman in
Vietnam, cautioned that there was
still no evidence of human-to-
human transmission despite the
deaths of several members of the
same family.

"We believe we are seeing more
cases of respiratory illness," he
said. "It is too early to say whether
or not this indicates an increase in
H5N1 cases.

"It may be because more people
with respiratory illnesses are being
sent to these hospitals from the
areas surrounding Hanoi because
of concern surrounding H5N1
infectionsreported to the public."

A five-year-old child in the
Vietnamese province of Nam Dinh
who died on January 8 became the
fourth confirmed death from the
H5N1 strain of the virus.

The WHO says all four victims
caught the virus directly from a
bird and not through human trans-
mission. Vietnamese experts have
blamed bird flu on the deaths of

nine others.

No confirmed or suspected
deaths have been reported in
South Korea, Japan and Taiwan,
who are all coping with their own
bird flu outbreaks.

Taiwanese authorities Saturday
ordered 35,000 more chickensto be
slaughtered after the less virulent
H5N2 strain of the virus was found
atasecond farm in one week. Some
20,000 birds were culled Friday.

Vietnam has ordered the
slaughter of all chickens in the 12
worst affected regions grappling
with the epidemic and has banned
the sale of poultry in Ho Chi Minh
City, the country's largest metrop-
olis.

Authorities have culled 39
tonnes of poultry since December
27 in Ho Chi Minh City alone,
according to state media. A WHO
expert is due to travel to the south-
ern business capital over the week-
end on aweek-long mission.

Ten more experts from the UN
health agency, the Food and
Agriculture Organization and the
US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention are due to arrive in the
Southeast Asian nation this week to
help containment efforts.

Meanwhile, the state-run VN
Express news portal reported that
there had been bird flu outbreaks
at a poultry research centre in
Hanoi and on a farm in the north-
ern province of Vinh Phuc in July
lastyear.

This comes amid unconfirmed
reports that the Vietnamese
authorities had deliberately cov-
ered up the outbreaks.

US troops likely to quit Seoul

THE KOREA HERALD/ ANN, Seoul

South Korea will likely agree to a US
proposal to pull all its troops out of
Seoul with no residual units in the
capital, Korean officials said.

Defence officials from the two
countries opened the sixth round
of the Future of the Alliance Policy
Initiative talks in Hawaii on
Thursday. The negotiations will
address a previous agreement to
realign US military units in South
Korea and other pendingissues.

At the heart of the relocation
issue is whether to keep symbolic,
residual units at the US Yongsan

Garrison in central Seoul, which
currently hosts some 8,000 troops
affiliated with the US Eighth Army
and two key command posts.

Washington has already
informed the Seoul government of
its plan to move the Combined
Forces Command and United
Nations Command to locations
south of Seoul. The two allies have
so far failed to agree on how much
land the US military would retain at
Yongsan.

Under a bilateral agreement
between the two governments, the
prominent US military presence in
the capital, which has been a
source of anti-US sentiment here,

is set to pull back to areas south of
Seoul by 2006.

"There seemsto be no changein
the US position for a complete
withdrawal from the capital," Lt.
Gen. Cha Young-koo, the Korean
head delegate to the two-day
Hawaii talks, told reporters
Wednesday.

"The final agreement on the
move will be made in favor of the
USstance," the official said.

South Korean officials hope the
United States will maintain a
symbolic presence in Seoul as a
show of its will to deter any threat
from North Korea.

Kathleen (R) as he is encircled by his
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Pop star Michael Jackson reaches out to touch the hand of his mother

immediate family including his sister
d supporters. Nation of Islam Chief of
R) is also seen as Jackson leaves his

arraignment for child molestation charges on Friday at the courthouse in
Santa Maria, California. Jackson pleaded not guilty to the charges.

Nasa to stop

servicing
Hubble

telescope

AFP, Washington

Nasa has decided to stop servicing
the Hubble space telescope due to
budget probi%ms and safety con-
cerns, bringing its mission to an
early end, US space officials said
Friday.

Hubble will remain in orbit as
long as it can fulfill its duties, then
be brought crashing back into
Earth's atmosphere, with re-entry
expected around 2011, said John
Grunsfeld, chief scientist for the
National Aeronautics and Space
Administration.

"We will get as much life as we
can out of the Hubble telescope,
and we will continue to support
research and analysis even after re-
entry," hesaid.

The orbiting telescope has
provided scientists with a wealth of
invaluable data and images of the
universe since it was launched in
April 1990.
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