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Disabled Palestinian youths take part during a rally in Gaza City yesterday to show support to prisoners staging a 
mass hunger strike since last week. A significant proportion of the 8,000 Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails are on 
an open-ended hunger strike to try to win better conditions. They are demanding an across-the-board improvement 
in their conditions including mandatory visiting rights, an end to body searches and the removal of glass barriers 
which separate them from their family during visits.
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Outgoing Chief minister of the Indian state of Madhya Pradesh, Uma Bharti (2-L) leaves her official residence along 
with cabinet ministers and members of the legislative assembly in Bhopal, yesterday. Firebrand Hindu nun and chief 
minister of the central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh resigned, on Sunday after a court ordered her arrest in con-
nection with a 10-year-old riot case, officials said. Uma Bharti, who dresses in saffron robes and is famous for her 
fiery speeches, submitted her resignation to Madhya Pradesh governor Balram Jhakhar less than 10 months after 
she led her the Bharatiya Janata Party (Indian People's Party) to victory in state elections. 
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An employee sorts through the remains after a bomb exploded inside an 
office on the outskirts of Kathmandu, yesterday. There were no causalties when 
two Maoist rebels entered the building, planted the bomb and then fled the scene. 

Families of Nepal 

hostages in Iraq 

wait 

for news  
AFP, Kathmandu

Relatives of 12 Nepalese workers miss-

ing in Iraq were desperately seeking 

information Monday after an Islamist 

website showed alleged pictures of 

them in captivity. 

The families said the men had 

traveled to Iraq in hopes of escaping 

poverty in the Himalayan kingdom, 

which is ravaged by a Maoist insur-

gency. 

"I told him not to go there but he 

refused my advice. He told me, 'There 

may be conflict there, but there is also 

conflict here, so I should go earn some 

money,'" said Jit Bahadur Khadka, 

whose son Ramesh Khadka went miss-

ing. 

Family members, who are manual 

labourers, were in tears as they clutched 

a portrait of their son at their modest 

home in Lele on the outskirts of 

Kathmandu. 

The Nepalese government says it has 

little information about the hostages as 

it has no diplomatic representation in 

Iraq. 

Australia boosts 

anti-terror steps

at small airports
 AFP, Melbourne

The Australian government announced 

on Monday a major security upgrade for 

nearly 150 small airports, including the 

creation of police rapid response teams 

to deal with possible terrorist attacks. 

Transport Minister John Anderson 

said 48 million dollars (34 million US) 

would be spent over four years on 

security and anti-terrorism measures at 

146 small regional airports around the 

country. 

As part of the plan, four eight-

member rapid response teams would 

be formed using officers from the 

Australian Federal Police and bomb 

experts from other agencies, Anderson 

said. 

Regional airport and airline staff will 

get extra security training, cockpit 

doors on charter planes will be 

strengthened and closed-circuit sur-

veillance systems will be trialled at 

some sites, he said. 

Australia, one of Washington's 

closest allies, has been singled out as a 

prime target for future attacks by Al-

Qaeda and related groups, notably 

since Howard contributed forces for the 

US-led invasion of Iraq. 

AFP, Washington

Acrimony escalated in the US presiden-

tial race Monday as the two sides 

accused each other of lying in a war of 

words over Democratic candidate John 

Kerry's record in the Vietnam War. 

President George W. Bush's cam-

paign released a letter it said it was 

sending to television station managers 

Monday asking them to "set the record 

straight" about a "false and libelous 

charge" contained in the latest Kerry 

campaign ad. 

"Your station is being asked to run 

an ad from John Kerry's presidential 

campaign wrongly accusing Bush-

Cheney '04 of violating campaign 

finance laws. We ask that your station 

set the record straight. 

"It is completely false and without 

any evidence that the Bush 'campaign 

supports a front group attacking John 

Kerry's military record,' as the Kerry 

campaign states," the letter said. 

Kerry's campaign unveiled the new 

advertisement Sunday, calling on Bush 

to abandon "smears" against the 

Democratic candidate. Newspaper 

reports have linked key Bush supporters 

to the financing of television spots by an 

anti-Kerry veterans group. 

"These false attacks are tied directly 

to President Bush and his friends. In fact 

a Bush campaign advisor had to resign 

today because he apparently appears in 

one of these advertisements," Kerry's 

running mate Senator John Edwards 

said in North Carolina Sunday. 

"Mr President, the clock is running. 

The American people deserve to hear 

from you and they deserve to hear from 

you that these ads should come down." 

Row erupts in 

Malaysia over 

marital rape 
AFP, Kuala Lumpur

A row erupted Monday over comments 

made by Muslim leaders in Malaysia that 

a husband could not be guilty of raping 

his wife. 

The Malaysian Human Rights 

Commission (Suhakam) had urged the 

government to make marital rape a 

crime, but Perak state mufti Harussani 

Zakaria said the move went against Islam. 

"A husband has the right to be inti-

mate with his wife and the wife must 

obey," he was quoted Sunday as saying by 

the Malay-language Mingguan Malaysia. 

"If the wife refuses, then the rule of 

'nusyuz' (disobedient) applies and the 

husband is not required to provide 

financial assistance to her," Harussani 

said. 

Sharia lawyer Mohamad Zaidi Zain 

was quoted as saying that Muslim 

women were only allowed to refuse sex if 

their husbands were suffering from 

sexually-transmitted diseases or  

HIV/AIDS. 

The Joint Action Group Against 

Violence Against Women (JAG), repre-

senting six womens' rights groups, has 

submitted a memorandum to the gov-

ernment asking for an amendment to the 

penal code to define marital rape as an 

offence. 

AGENCIES, Kathmandu

Suspected Maoist rebels yesterday 

gunned down a pedestrian in Nepal's 

capital Kathmandu, causing new jitters 

in a city weathering a guerrilla block-

ade for the past six days. 

Prem Bahadur Thokare, a small-

time contractor, was hit by two bullets 

as he walked past the tightly guarded 

home of an army officer in the capi-

tal's outlying Kapan Sawaraswoti 

Nagar area, police said. 

Dozens of panicked residents 

gathered around Thokare's bloodied 

body as it lay on the pavement, search-

ing for a way to take him to hospital. 

It was the latest targetted killing in 

the city of 1.5 million people, a strategy 

observers said was meant to trigger fear 

alongside the blockade which has been 

largely symbolic. 

"The Maoists' main objective is to 

create panic. The closure of the roads 

has not been fully successful, so they 

are trying additional methods," said 

academic and political analyst Prakash 

Joshi. 

The government announced 

yesterday that a committee had been 

formed under Deputy Prime Minister 

Bharat Mohan Adhikhari to monitor 

supplies of produce and ensure secu-

rity for transporters. 

The Maoists, who are fighting to 

overthrow the Himalayan state's 

monarchy, say the blockade should 

pressure the two-month-old govern-

ment to agree to immediate peace 

talks. The blockade is being enforced 

mainly through psychological fear of 

reprials rather than physical road-

blocks. 

Hundreds of trucks continue to 

venture daily into the Kathmandu 

Valley, where armed police and sol-

diers frisk incoming passengers and 

check the identity of all going out. 

While local markets remain well 

stocked with produce, prices have shot 

up, leading to fears that a prolonged 

blockade could be devastating. 

     Transport operators said the 

hidden victims of the blockade have 

been those who depend on a normal 

flow of traffic. 

"People who sell tea and fruits on 

the side of the highway are starving. 

This kind of blockade would not serve 

the interests of anybody," said Hira 

Udas, chairman of the Federation of 

Nepalese Transport Entrepreneurs. 

     The Maoists have announced a 

fresh blockade from next Saturday to 

stop traffic entering from the border 

with Tibet. 

Joshi saw the blockade of the north-

ern border as a pressure tactic aimed at 

the poor, who are the primary support 

base of the rebels in the largely agrarian 

kingdom. 

 Meanwhile Nepal's main opposi-

tion party urged the government 

yesterday to call a unilateral cease-fire 

with Maoist rebels and seek peace talks 

to end the road blockade that has cut 

the capital off from the rest of the 

country.

AFP, Mannheim

The suspected ring-leader of a group of 

US soldiers accused of abusing prison-

ers in Iraq faced a military judge in 

Germany on Monday in a pre-trial 

hearing ahead of a court martial. 

Specialist Charles Graner is charged 

with cruelty and maltreatment, assault, 

conspiracy and dereliction of duty over 

the abuses at the notorious Abu Ghraib 

prison outside Baghdad. 

In the opening session of the hearing 

in Mannheim, southwest Germany, 

Graner's military and civilian lawyers 

made submissions to have the court 

suppress a statement he made on 

January 14 to a military investigor. 

They also tried to stop a computer 

used by Graner that was seized from 

being used in evidence in the court 

martial, for which no date has been set. 

Graner, who sat impassively during 

the hearing, talking occasionally to his 

counsel, is one of four US soldiers to face 

the judge on Monday and Tuesday 

accused of humiliating Iraqi prisoners 

under their supervision. 

The abuse was shown in souvenir-

style photographs, taken by some of the 

accused and released by the media in 

April, which caused outrage around the 

world. 

The prisoners were photographed 

naked, in itself deeply humiliating and 

particularly for Muslims, and being 

forced to perform sexual acts, piled 

naked in a pyramid, cowering from dogs 

or with electrodes attached to them. 

The hearing, known as an Article 39a 

session, is a one-off procedure, and was 

moved to Germany following com-

plaints about security from some of the 

defence lawyers. 

AFP, Jerusalem

Israel has given the green light for the 

construction of more than 300 new 

homes in West Bank settlements near 

Jerusalem, a spokeswoman for the lands 

authority said Monday. 

A total of 200 of the housing units 

would be built in Har-Gilo while a 

further 101 would be constructed in 

Haradar, added the spokeswoman of 

the body which is headed by Deputy 

Prime Minister Ehud Olmert. 

The announcement comes after it 

emerged that Washington had given its 

tacit approval for expansion of existing 

Jewish settlements to accommodate 

"natural growth", in apparent contra-

diction of the US-backed roadmap 

peace plan which calls for a freeze on all 

settlement activity. 

A report in Monday's Yediot 

Aharonot daily said more than 500 

new houses would be built in settle-

ments including Haradar and Har-

Gilo lying close to Jerusalem and the 

West Bank town of Bethlehem after 

adjoining land had been "rezoned". 

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon last 

week approved the construction of 

around 1,000 new homes in four of the 

largest of the West Bank settlements in a 

move which was widely interpreted as a 

bid to placate opponents of his plan to 

pull troops and settlers out of the Gaza 

Strip. 

Yediot reported that a total of 2,167 

construction permits for West Bank 

houses had been issued this year even 

though only 908 houses were put on the 

market last year. 

It means that the number of homes 

constructed in the West Bank this year 

will account for 12 percent of the 

national total even though only 3.6 

percent of the Israeli population live 

there. 

The roadmap peace plan has made 

next to no progress since it was 

launched last year amid accusations by 

the Palestinians that the Israelis are 

blatantly violating their commitment to 

freeze settlement activity. 

Israel in turn accuses the Palestinian 

Authority of failing to meet its side of the 

bargain by failing to halt attacks by 

millitant groups. 

While backing the roadmap, US 

President George W. Bush has said that 

the size of some of the largest settle-

ments meant it was "unrealistic" to 

expect Israel to withdraw totally from 

the West Bank in any final settlement. 

Palestinians reacted furiously on 

Sunday after it emerged that the United 

States had given the nod to further 

construction in existing settlements, 

saying such a move would wreck the 

roadmap. 

The international community 

considers all Israeli settlement in the 

occupied territories to be illegal. 

AP, NAJAF, Iraq

US forces and Shia militants fought 

fierce battles in Najaf yesterday, with 

airstrikes near a revered shrine and 

exchanges of mortar fire and artillery, as 

the US military stepped up pressure on 

the insurgents to quickly hand over the 

holy site to Shia religious authorities. 

Gunfire rang in the city throughout 

the day yesterday, and black smoke rose 

over the Old City neighborhood, where 

much of the fighting has been centered 

and where militiamen loyal to radical 

cleric Muqtada al-Sadr still control the 

Imam Ali Shrine. Militiamen early 

yesterday fired mortars at US troops, 

who responded with artillery. 

In Baghdad's heavily Shia Sadr City 

neighborhood, an explosion, appar-

ently from a US air attack, killed four 

people and injured nine others yester-

day, said Dr. Qasim Saddam, director of 

Sadr Hospital. The US military said it 

was unaware of the incident. 

In the southern city of Nasiriyah, US 

journalist Micah Garen said after his 

release from more a week in captivity 

that he hoped to stay in Iraq to continue 

working on a documentary project he'd 

started about the looting of archaeolog-

ical sites. 

Late Sunday, US warplanes and 

helicopters attacked positions in 

Najaf's Old City for the second night, 

witnesses said. Leaders of al-Sadr's 

Mahdi Army militia said the Imam Ali 

Shrine compound's outer walls were 

damaged in the attacks. The US military 

said it had fired on sites south of the 

shrine, from which militants were 

shooting, and did not hit the compound 

wall. 

The renewed clashes in Najaf 

appeared more intense than in recent 

days as US forces sealed off the Old City. 

But Iraqi government officials coun-

seled patience, saying they intended to 

resolve the crisis without raiding the 

shrine, one of Shia Islam's holiest. 

"The government will leave no stone 

unturned to reach a peaceful settle-

ment," Iraqi National Security adviser 

Mouaffaq al-Rubaie told the news 

agency. "It has no intention or interest 

in killing more people or having even 

the most trivial damage to the shrine. 

We have a vested interest in a peaceful 

settlement." 

AFP, New Delhi

A strike by thousands of Indian truckers 

protesting a proposed new tax entered 

its third day Monday, with officials 

reporting a sharp increase in prices of 

essential goods in major centres. 

The strike, which began Saturday, 

was called by the All India Motor 

Transport Congress (AIMTC), the 

country's biggest truckers' union, to 

protest a planned service tax on trans-

port booking agents. 

The union said supplies of essential 

commodities would be exempted from 

the strike for the first three or four days 

to allow the government to respond to 

its demand that the tax be scrapped. 

In his budget, Finance Minister 

Palaniappan Chidambaram announced 

a 10 percent service tax on freight 

agencies to enlarge the service tax net 

and boost government revenues. 

A finance ministry statement Friday 

clarifying that the tax only applied to 

booking agents, not transport operators 

or truck owners, did little to appease the 

AIMTC, which argued that booking 

agents and truck owners are often from 

the same firm. 

"There is a likelihood of negotiations 

taking place today (Monday) between 

the Finance Ministry and our associa-

tion," AIMTC representative Ashok 

Mehta told the Press Trust of India news 

agency. 

According to media reports Monday 

quoting officials, the prices of perish-

able commodities have risen even 

though the movement of essential 

goods has not been affected. 

One report said the Delhi government 

had decided to allow vendors to use local 

buses to transport vegetables to ensure 

there were no shortages. 

The strike comes at a time when 

India's inflation rate is riding at a three-

and-a-half year high of 7.96 percent, 

fuelled by surging global oil prices and 

rising food prices sparked by patchy 

monsoon rains. 

Malaysian PM 

urges end to 

violence 

in Najaf 
AFP, Kuala Lumpur

Malaysia, which currently heads the 

world's biggest grouping of Islamic 

countries, called Monday for an end to 

violence in the Iraqi holy city of Najaf. 

Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad 

Badawi, chairman of the 57-member 

O r g a n i s a t i o n  o f  t h e  I s l a m i c  

Conference, urged the United Nations 

to act to end the fighting. 

"If the confrontation in Najaf is not 

defused, it will inflame emotions and 

may create unpredictable conditions," 

Abdullah said in a statement to the 

official Bernama news agency. 

"It will also erode the fragile stabil-

ity in the country and affect the prepara-

tions for the holding of the national 

elections in Iraq scheduled in January 

2005," said Abdullah, who is in South 

Korea for a three-day visit. 

"The people of Iraq deserve to have 

peace and not more suffering," he said. 

Total power 

outage hits 

Bahrain 
AFP, Manama

A total power blackout hit the tiny Gulf 

state of Bahrain Monday, leaving the 

entire country without electricity and 

air conditioning at a time when temper-

atures soar above 50 degrees Celcius. 

The electricity was cut off at 0600 

GMT. Officials could not be reached to 

explain the cause of the power outage, 

which could be due to a breakdown in 

the main Al-Jufair power station, south 

of the capital. 

Some people needed help after 

getting stuck in elevators while shops 

and other businesses closed and many 

people returned home from work. 

Some buildings, including hospitals, 

are relying on their own generators, which 

most residents do not have. 

Power cuts are common in Bahrain 

during the summer, when the capacity 

is not sufficient to meet the added 

demand of air conditioners and refrig-

erators. 

Bahrain, which hosts the US Navy's 

Fifth Fleet, is 700 square kilometres (277 

sq miles) in size and home to some 

650,000 people, including 378,000 

Bahrainis. 
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