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INDIAN HOSTAGE CRISIS
Negotiator wants
Bachchan, Asha
Parekh to appeal

THE STATESMAN/ ANN, New Delhi

In a curious development, Sheikh
Hisham Al-Dulaimi, the negotiator of
the Iraqi militant group holding three
Indian hostages, Sunday demanded
that Amitabh Bachchan or actress of
yesteryear Asha Parekh make an
appeal to facilitate the release of the
captives.

Both Bachchan and Asha Parekh
have said that if the government asks
them to appeal for the release of the
hostages, theyare willing to do so.

"If there is an official request, I am
ready to do so, not just once but 100
times over. However, I don't want to do
anything that would jeopardise their
release. It's a political problem and lots
of people are involved... I'm really a
non-entity and hence I don't wish to
jeopardise the whole process,"
Bachchan said. Asha Parekh said: "If
the government asks me to do so, why
not?Iam most willing. If it saves some-
one'slife,

Iwill be ready to speak to them (the
abductors)."
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PHOTO: AFP

Militiamen loyal to radical Iraqi Shia Muslim cleric Mogtada Sadr run to take position during clashes with US and Iraqi
forces in the holy city of Najaf yesterday. Heavy fighting pounded Najaf where days of fighting between Iraqi security
forces, backed by US marines, and Shia Muslim militiamen are believed to have left hundreds dead.

Sadr vows to fight
to the finish

AFP, Najaf

Radical Iraqi Shia Muslim cleric
Mogqtada Sadr vowed yesterday to fight
the "occupation of Najaf" until his "last
drop of blood", as clashes continued
between his militiamen and US forces
forafifth day.

Saying, "I am an enemy of America
and America is my enemy until the day
of the last judgement," he rejected calls
by interim Prime Minister Iyad Allawi
for his men to lay down their arms and
leave the Shia holy city.

"I will defend Najaf until my last
drop of blood," Sadr told a news confer-
ence in the revered Imam Ali shrine,
which has remained a stronghold of
Sadr's Mehdi Army since his spring
uprising against foreign troopsin Iraq.

"The occupiers must go, and then
the democratic process can start" in
Traq," said Sadr. "I will stay here to
support the fighters and I call on all
religious dignitaries to do the same."

Sadr was speaking the day after Allawi

told the militia to give up and leave Najafon
asurprisevisitto thecity.

He also rejected an earlier invitation
by the prime minister to run in elections
scheduled for early nextyear.

Sadr said those who wanted to go
could do so, he was not forcing anyone
to resist, adding, "Those who have
forced us to fight are the occupiers of our
country."

And he dismissed any participation
in politics until Iraq "is free and inde-
pendent.”

Sadr strongly denied that his forces
included any foreign fighters who had
infiltrated Iraq and reached Najaf.

"That is false, those who are fighting
in Najaf are defending islam, defending
religion and defending the holy city," he
said.

He called on the Iraqgi police and
army not to fight aginst their "brothers"
and the Baghdad government to be "on
the side of the people and not use the
same weapons as Saddam Hussein', the
former dictator ousted by invading US-

led forces last year. "I would rather see
America drop an atomic bomb than a
policeman fire one bullet" on the Shia
militia, he added.

Asked about negotiations to end the
fighting, Sadr demanded, "What negoti-
ations can there be when the war and
bombardments continue?"

"We cannot mix democracy and
occupation,” he said. "Let us finish with
the occupation.”

Heavy fighting Monday again rocked
Najaf, where clashes between Iraqi
security forces, backed by US marines,
and Mehdi militiamen are feared to
have left hundreds dead since last
Thursday.

Artillery and tank fire, backed by air
power, battered the centre of the city.
Mehdi Army fighters were still hunkered
down in positions near the Imam Ali
shrine and the vast Najaf cemetery.

Pakistan, India
for more
peace talks

INDO-ASIAN NEWS SERVICE,
Islamabad

India and Pakistan have not made
much headway in the eight-point
agenda of the composite dialogue
process, but officials in Islamabad say
that both countries are looking for-
ward to another round of talks for
peace.

The two nations held weeklong
discussions on three key issues and are
expected to chalk out a new schedule
of meetings within a fortnight, said a
senior government official.

The foreign secretaries of both the
countries will meet in early September
toreview the peace process.

"Before that, both countries will
finalise a schedule for anotherround of
talks through diplomatic channels,"
the official said.

The senior official in Islamabad said
that the two foreign secretaries would
meet to review the progress on all eight
agenda items in their September 4
meeting and after that they will deliber-
ate upon the dates for fresh meetings on
allbilateralissues.

Sharon shelves plans
for 1,300 new homes

AFP, Jerusalem

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon,
under US pressure to cool down his
government's settlement drive, has
shelved plans to build more than 1,000
new homes in the West Bank, settler
sources and reports said yesterday.

Israeli public radio reported Sharon
had refused a request by the housing
ministry to give the final green light for
1,300 homes in four of the largest settle-
ments after completing preparatory
ground work for the construction and
obtaining the necessary authorisation
from the defense ministry.

The houses would have been built in
Maale Adumin, Ariel, Kiryat Arba and
Beitar Elite.

While there was no confirmation
from Sharon's office, leaders of the
settler movement confirmed that a
freeze had beenimposed.

Josh Hasten, a spokesman for the

Yesha Council of Settlers, said that the
movement was confident that the freeze
would be merely temporary and said
that there could be no arguments over
theneed for the newhousing.

"This could be atemporary setback,"
he told AFP. "Our communities are
growingand thriving

"We do not think there should be any
delays (to accommodate) natural
growth. There's always a need as there's
always ademand."

According to the Haaretz daily, the
freeze is only temporary and is designed
to ensure that all building work is within
the municipal boundaries of the settle-
ments and does not breach agreements
between the Americans and Israelis.

It affects plans revealed in the last
week for hundreds of new homes in
Maale Adumin, the largest of all the
settlements, as well as in Ariel which lies
some 20km on the eastern side of the
internationally recognised boundary

between Israel and the West Bank.

Under the terms of the US-backed
roadmap peace plan, Israel is obliged to
freeze all settlement activity although
Israeli officials have argued that this does
not rule out natural growth in existing
settlements.

The US State Department told Israel
last week that "the roadmap calls for an
end to all settlement activities, includ-
ing natural growth", a point taken up by
visiting White House envoy Elliott
Abrams in talks with Sharon last
Thursday.

The Palestinians have beenincensed
by the prospect of the construction
work.

Negotiations minister Saeb Erakat
said Monday that the construction
would "destroy the efforts exerted to
restore the peace process to its normal
track”.

India, Pakistan
swap 3 soldiers

AFP, Wagah

Two Indian and one Pakistani soldier
returned home yesterday amid a peace
process between their countries five
years after being captured during the
bloody Kargil conflict in disputed
Kashmir.

The two Indian soldiers had gone
missing in the 1999 conflict and were
declared deserters until India verified
theywere being held in Pakistan.

"I'm very happy that I came back
alive. At one point I felt there was no
chance of coming back," Indian soldier
Mohammed Arif told reporters as he
crossed the countries' sole legal border
crossingat Wagah.

Fellow Indian soldier Jagsir Singh
said he was treated well in Pakistani
custody but added: "I didn't have any
hopebefore this of being released.”

Indian forces turned over to Pakistan
its soldier Salim Ali Shah, who said he
had crossed into Indian positions
"accidentally."

"They treated me well (in prison).
ButIwould appeal to both governments
to release prisoners of each other's
countries," he said before being handed
over to Pakistani troops.

Some 1,000 people died over four
months in 1999 as India fought
Pakistan-based infiltrators who crossed
the icy frontier. It was not officially a
war, as Pakistan denied backing the
guerrillas.

Kashmir is divided and disputed
between India and Pakistan and has
been the trigger for two of the countries'
three wars.

The two countries began a peace
process last year that has included the
release of prisoners, particularly fisher-
men and other civilians, and discus-
sions on the status of Kashmir.

The Indian side of Kashmir is
wracked by a separatist insurgency that
has claimed tens of thousands of lives
since 1989.

PHOTO: AFP
Former Indian prisoners of war Jagseer Singh (2-R) and Mohammed Arrif (3-L) walk along with Indian army officers at
the Wagah border crossing yesterday following their release by Pakistan.

Pakistan rules

out al-Qaeda
hand

Karachiblastskill 8
AFP, Karachi

Pakistani police yesterday ruled out al-
Qaeda's hand in weekend bomb blasts
in the troubled port city of Karachi
which killed eight people, mostly
students ofan Islamic seminary.

Karachi police chief Tariq Jamil
said the attack was probably sectarian,
referring to rivalry between extremists
in the majority Sunni and minority
Shia Muslim sects.

"Why would al-Qaeda kill religious
elements? Even to create terror in the
city, al-Qaeda will not target religious
students," he told AFP.

"The main possibility on which we
areworkingissectarianism."

Two bombs exploded in a roadside
restaurant near the Jamia Binoria
religious school in Karachi's industrial
districtlate Sunday in which at least six
students of the government-funded
madrassah (seminary) were killed and
30 otherswounded.

A six-year-old child, believed to be
a passerby, was also killed while the
body of the eighth victim was yet to be
identified, police said.

Several students of the Sunni sect
madrassah rushed out of the restau-
rant soon after a bomb went off.
Minutes later a second bomb exploded
asacrowd gathered.

PHOTO: AFP
A US soldier and an Iraqi civilian walk past the crater left by a suicide car
bombing in the town of Balad Ruz, near the restive city of Baquba northeast
of Baghdad yesterday. Seven Iraqis were killed and 16 wounded in the blast,
including an official in the local provincial government, police said.

Ulfa agrees to hold
talks in Assam

INDO-ASIAN NEWS SERVICE,
Guwahati

Aleading separatist group in Assam has
for the first time agreed to hold talks
with the state government, setting aside
an earlier insistence that a dialogue can
take place only abroad.

"We are willing to even come down
to Dispur (capital of Assam) as long as
the agenda of talks revolved around our
demand for sovereignty," said Paresh
Baruah, commander-in-chief of the
outlawed United Liberation Front of
Asom (Ulfa).

The Ulfa leader's statement was
published Monday in Assam's newspa-
pers.

"But the issue is whether the Indian
government is willing to talk with us. As
long as they (government) are ready to
talk on thatissue, so are we," he added.

The Ulfa has been fighting for an
independent homeland in Assam since
1979.

The fresh offer is a clear departure
from its previous stand that negotiations
can only be held in a third country under
UN supervision and its demand for
independence should be the core issue of
theagenda.

The latest statement makes no
reference to the earlier preconditions.

At the same time, the Ulfa leader
claimed responsibility for a grenade

blast on Saturday here that killed a
paramilitary trooper and wounded
three, besides three more explosions in
eastern Assam on Sunday.

The Ulfa decision to renew its offer
for talks follows the decision by another
militant group in northeast to act as a
facilitator to bring the Ulfa to the negoti-
atingtable.

"We want to act as a go-between to
enable the Ulfa to come forward for talks
with the federal government," said K
Mulatonu, publicity chief of the SS
Khaplang faction of the National
Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN-
K.

"We are hopeful our efforts would
receive positive response from the Ulfa
although everything depends on the
sincerity of New Delhi," Mulatonusaid.

The NSCN(K), fighting for an
independent tribal homeland in
Nagaland, has been operating a
ceasefire with New Delhi since 2001
although formal talks with the gov-
ernment were yet to begin.

"We intend to open channels of
communication with the Ulfa soon and
our close association with the outfit
would help us achieve our objective,"
Mulatonu said.

Capitol among new US
terror targets

Tourist helicopters considered for attacks: NYT

REUTERS, Washington

The United States has received informa-
tion about additional possible terror
targets in the country, including the US
Capitol in Washington, a counterterror
official said Sunday.

Homeland security adviser Frances
Townsend said on CBS' "Face the
Nation" the targets were in addition to
the five cited last week when the terror
threat alert was raised to the second-
highest level for financial buildings in
Washington, New York and Newark,
New Jersey.

Asked if there had been a threat
against Washington or lawmakers,
Townsend said, "Yes, in the past and as
part of this continuing threat stream,
and soweshared thatwith them."

US Sen. Joseph Biden, a Delaware
Democrat, said he had been briefed by
the FBI regarding the situation in
Washington, where security has been
increased in the past week, most notably
with checkpoints around the Capitol,
occupied by Congress.

The US government raised the threat
level based on evidence gathered from
computer expert Mohammad Naeem
Noor Khan, whose secret arrest in July
has helped authorities track down al-
Qaeda militants in Britain and the
United States.

Information gathered from Khan
revealed interest in attacking the World
Bank and International Monetary Fund
in Washington, and the New York Stock
Exchange and Citigroup in New York
and the Prudential Financial building in
New Jersey.

Biden said "there were several
things" that, combined with the cap-
tured information, gave officials reason
to believe some old "plans still might be
viable or still may be being considered"
for Washington.

"There is reason to be concerned. I
don't think there is reason to be
alarmed," hesaid.

On "Fox News Sunday," Townsend
said, "There were others (targets). We
obviously didn't want to go out with
everything that we knew and indicate to

the terrorists exactly what we knew....
We worked directly with those other
entities that have been targeted to take
additional security precautions."

Townsend and national security
adviser Condoleezza Rice, also appear-
ing on the Sunday talk shows, said US
officials continue to be concerned about
an attack intended to disrupt the Nov. 2
presidential election.

Meanwhile, Pakistan has given US
officials what they consider credible and
specific information indicating that al-
Qaeda has considered using tourist
helicopters in attacks in New York City,
the New York Times said yesterday,
citing US security officials.

A new directive as early as this week
will call for increased security measures
for helicopter operators, the officials
said.

Among the measures under review is
a requirement to screen passengers for
suspicious items, a Department of
Homeland Security official who was
briefed on the plan told the newspaper.
No groundings are planned, the news-
papersaid.

WAR ON TERROR

Pakistan again poses
dilemma for US

AP, Washington

Pakistan has again proved it is the
single-most crucial player in the war on
terror: The site of an al-Qaeda ring that
was targeting this country and led to the
raising of the terror alert, and the nation
whose cooperation is needed most to
make arrests happen.

The commission that investigated
the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks said it flatly:
The role of Pakistan in the struggle
against Islamic terrorism can't be
overstated.

All this has many critics wondering if
the Bush administration is pressing
Pakistan hard enough to fight terror and
extremism, or if a country wavering on
the edge of chaos could be pushed to do

more.

They worry the administration may
be ignoring a time bomb and a nuclear
timebomb at that.

To assure Pakistani President Pervez
Musharraf's support on al-Qaida, they
say, the administration hasn't pressed
him enough on fighting nuclear prolif-
eration. Nor has it pushed him on
Pakistan's lack of democracy, its poor
human rights record or its extremist-
teachingschools.

Some fear those factors could lead to
turmoil in Pakistan resulting in
America's worst nightmare: a hostile,
nuclear-armed Islamic state.

For US policy-makers, it's a
dilemma: How far can they go in seeking
changes in Pakistan without alienating

Musharraf or driving his shaky govern-
ment to the brink of collapse?

"Our relationship with Pakistan is
probably the most complex of that of
any country,” said California Rep. Tom
Lantos, the top Democrat on the House
International Relations Committee.

Pakistan has been seen as one of
President Bush's successes. Before the
Sept. 11 attacks, Pakistan had strongly
supported the Taliban government in
Afghanistan that gave refuge to al-
Qaeda. But two days after the attacks,
the United States pressed Pakistan to
end cooperation with the Taliban and
provide military and intelligence assis-
tance.

India rescues
20 workers
trapped

in tunnel

REUTERS, Chandigarh

Relief teams cut through silt and debris
yesterday and rescued 20 workers who
had been trapped in a tunnel for more
than 24 hours after a torrential down-
pour in a remote Indian Himalayan
region.

The construction workers, building
a tunnel for a power project, were
trapped underground when the exit was
blocked following a storm on Sunday in
Kullu district in the northern state of
Himachal Pradesh, 300 miles north of
New Delhi.

"All 20 people have been saved as
there was plenty of oxygen in the kilome-
ter-long tunnel," AK. Puri, director
general of police, told Reuters.

"Rescue officials and locals used
excavation machinery to dig through
the mouth of the tunnel. Last night's
rainmade the excavation work easier."

Flood alert in Himachal,
Tibet dam may burst

PTI, Shimla

The Indian Army and administration
has been put on high alertin Himachal
Pradesh following information that an
artificial dam in Tibet is likely to burst
triggering flash floods in Sutlej river.

People on both sides of the river
have been asked to move to safer
places as a precautionary measure as
the artificial dam created by the
landslide, which blocked Pareechu
river, is likely to burst within 24 hours
because of continuous heavy rains,
according to information received
from China through diplomatic
channel.

The administration, Army and the
Indo-Tibetan Border Police(ITBP) has
been put on high alert following the
flash flood threat, which has caused

panic among the people living down-
stream Sutlej from Kinnaur to Koldam
in Bilaspur district.

A high-level meeting presided by
state Chief Secretary Kanwar
Shamsher Singh on Sunday reviewed
the preparedness to meet any eventu-
ality in case of flood in Sutlej.

Meanwhile, the Nathpa Jhakri
Hydel Project authority again closed
down its two units of 250 mw each
following flash flood threat, which
could resultin silting of the tunnel and
machinery.

The power generation in its two
units were resumed on Sunday after-
noon after three days.

The project is supplying power to
northern states of Punjab, Haryana,
Delhi and Rajasthan through
Northern Grid.
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