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Airstrikes on
rebel groups
claim 40 in
Philippines

AFP, Corabato

The Philippines said yesterday
airstikes on a suspected meeting of
regional al-Qaeda-linked group
leaders left 40 dead including possi-
bly two top Indonesian members of
. theJemanh [slamiah extremist group.
The Philippines military said
" however it wasyet to recover a single
body from the marshy area on
southern Mindanao island that it
attacked on Thursday, targetting
leaders from the regional militant
and separatist groups.

"Based on radio intercepts, we
learned that there were 40 rebels
killed including two ranking JI
leaders," said Mindanao military
chief, Lieutenant General Alberto

Braganza,

Lanka, LTTE

move closer
.to deal on
.tsunami aid

* AFP. Colombo

Tamil Tiger rebels and the Sri
Lankan government are close to
agreement on cooperation in the
distribution of relief aid to tsunami
survivors, sources close to the rebels
saldThursday.

A decision could be announced
before a top Tiger rebel peace nego-
tiator returns to his base in London

at the weekend, the sources said

adding there was intense interna-
tional pressure on both parties to
worktogether.

The Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) chief negotiator
Anton Balasingham is expected at
the country's only international
airport near here Saturday before
heading back to London, the
sources said.

This could provide an opportu-
nity for a meeting with government
officials or Norwegian negotiators.

Nepal Maoists
abduct hundreds
of students for
indoctrination "

AFB, Kathmandu

Maoist rebels fighting to topple
Nepal's monarchy have abducted
325 students and 25 teachers for
indoctrinationsessions, alocal rebel
official said Thursday.

The local leader who identified
himself as Prabhat said the students
and teachers were abducted
Wednesday in the Sankhuwasabha
district, 390km east of the capital
Kathmandu.

"We have taken 325 students
including 25 teachers for our orien-
tation programme and they will be
released unharmed after complet-
ing the programme,” he said by
telephone.

The students are aged between
12and 16,

IA's 'ghost
prisoners’
spark rights
concerns

AFP, Washington

The official wall of silence surround-
ing the Central Intelligence Agency's
so-called "ghost prisoners’ who are
being held at secret locations has
sparked legal concerns here among
human rights groups that denounce
the practiceas abusive.

Itis not publically known exactly
howmany ghostdetainees the CIA is
holding, who they are or where they
are held, but senjor Al-Qaeda figures
are known to be among their ranks,
including Ramzi bin al-Shaibh and
Khalid Sheik Mohammed.

Shaibh is one of the presumed
coordinators behind the September
11, 2001 attacks on New York and
Washington, while Mohammed was
al-Qaeda'’s third highest ranking
memberprior to his arrest.

'Political tensions
mount in
Myanmar'

AFP, Bangkok

Political "tension” has risen in
military-ruled Myanmar after the
death of an aide to a senior general,
Thai Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatrasaid yesterday.

Thaksin did not give details on
the developments and discounted
suggestions a coup had been
hatched, but said Thailand was
watching thesituation closely.

“Itisnotclearyetas Myanmarisa
closed society, but I admit that there
has been some form of tension in
Myanmar,” he told reporters.

"I don't think it is a coup but
there are tensions and preparations
todo something,” hesaid. -

Myanmar’s political upheaval is
often publicised first by neighbour-
ing Thailand, which claims close ties

 withthe secretive state.

PHOTO: AFP

Iragi advan ceman Kamel Zozo (L) dips his finger in ink as he prepares to vote in a polling station in Berlin, Germany
yesterday. Iraqi expatriates cheerad and clapped as they cast their ballots across the world in the first election in Iraq
since Saddam Hussein was toppled in2003.

'Pakistan to go ahead
with gas pipeline with
or without India’

AFP, Dawos

Pakistan said yesterday thatitwould
press ahead with a gas pipeline
project even if India refused or was
unabletojointhe plan.

Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz said
that the pipeline, an energy corridor
linking Pakistan and India with Iran,
Qatar and the Middle East, would
also bring a political dividend by
helping create interdependent
relations between the two nuclear
neighbours.

But he told a breakfast meeting
on the margins of the World
Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, that Pakistan would
need to import much more gas over
the next few years just to meet its
own needs.

He said he had told the Indian
government: "If you come along, we

- wonld be delighted toworkwithyot.

"If 'for some reason you don't
(take part), Pakistan is going to go
ahead anyway, so tellus when you're
ready.”

The 1,600-kilometer (1,000-mile)
pipeline is designed to transfer gas
from Iran to India through
Pakistan's southwestern Baluch-
istan province, which has been
under alow-level tribal insurgeney.

Speaking at an earlier press
conference, Aziz said that as well as
talks with Iran and Qatar, he was also
talking to officials in Turkmenistan
as the shortest route might pass
through that central Asian republic,
depending on which of three con-
struction projects waschosen.

“Ifalthands are on deck we could
do the full project in three to five
years,"” Azizsaid.

“This project can create history
and really change the energy
dynamics of the region ... even the
diplomatic relations and the politi-
cal dimensions of the region,” he
predicted.

Aziz said he would discuss the
4.05-billion-dollar (3.1-billion-euro)
project when he met Indian Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh on the

fringes of a Febmary 6-7 summit of

the South Asia _ assncmtiun far.
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began in 19‘34 butmade listle head-
way owing fo tensions between
Pakistan and India which have
fought three wars since gaining
independencein 1947 from Britain.
However, improving relations
between India and Pakistan since
April 2003 have revived hopes the
projectcould goahead.
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Exiles start voting
outside Iraq

AFP, London/ Amman

Thousands of expatriate Iraqis
began casting ballots on Friday in
their country’s first free election for
half a century, with emotions run-
ning high despite the relatively low
numbers taking part.

The first vote for Iraq's 275-
member Transitional National
Assembly was made by Shimon
Haddad, manager ofa polling centre
in the suburb of Fairfield, Sydney,
two days before the election in Iraq
itself,

"I'm proud to vote for the elec-
tion," he said as polls opened at 7:00
am (2000 GMT Thursday) in
Australia, the first of 14 nations
worldwide taking partin the expatri-
atevote.

"We have been looking forward
to this time (for the) last 50 years,
actually, so it's avery exciting day for
Iraqcitizens.”

Despite the high emotion, only a
maximum of 280,000 overseas [raqis

Palestinians start
deploying forces

PA slaps arms ban

REUTERS, AF, Gaza

Palestinian security forces widened
their controlin the GazaStrip yester-
day under orders from President
Mahmoud Abbas to prevent attacks
on Israelis in another important
move toward reviving Middle East
peacemaking.

The new Palestinian leadership
on Thursday banned civilians from
carrying weapons and indicated it
will appoint a new security minister
known for his tough stance against
militants clear signs of seriousness
about reining in violence, an Israeli
precondition for peace talks.

But in a sign of challenges ahead
for Abbas, Hamas appeared to have
made a strong showing in the first-
gver munigipal elections held in the

lamnie militant group
and the newleader.

Building on a northern Gaza
deployment a week ugo, some 2,000
Palestinian paramilitary paolice
began to fan out across the southem
partof the territory, turning back the
clock to the days of security cooper-
atlonand peacemaking with Israel.

Some of the uniforrned men,

ns atestabsirengih . .

armed with assault rifles, took up
positions between Jewish settle-
ments onoccupied land, oftenhitby
mortarbombsand rockets launched
by militants, and Palestinian towns.

Others were headed to Gaza's
border with Egypt, where Israel has
conducted punishing raids in
Palestinian residential areas to root
out weapons-smuggling tunnels
and militants.

Over the past week, violence has
dropped sharply in the Gaza Strip,
where Abbas is trying to arrange a
cease-firein the run-up toa planned
Israeli withdrawal this summer.

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon said on Thursday conditions
were right for a "historic break-
through” on peace after measures

taken hy:'\hbust_n brin,
\He said .é&h hie if
Palestinial rked te"fight terror”

after more than four years of blood-
shed, then [srael could move farward
with a US-backed peace "road map”
meanttolead toaPalestinianstate.

President Bush, in an interview
published on FridayinThe New York
Times, said Abbas has shown
strength in the early phases of his
administration.

will vote for a regime to fill the vac-
uum left by dictator Saddam
Hussein, deposed by US-led troops
inApril 2003,

That was the number of Iragis
who registered to vote in a nine-day
process which began on January 17
with optimistic estimates that up to
a million expatriates might take

part.

Polling stations in the Middle
East, the United Arab Emirates,
Jordan, Iran and Syria followed in
openingtheir doors to eager voters.

"It is the chance we have been
waiting for for decades,” said Nazem
Kazem Saoodi, a 60-year-old physi-
cian, who was the first to vote in
Dubai, where voters cheered.

"Yes, we did it!" shouted Ali al-
Kabeer, clapping his hands after
casting his ballot, breaking into
tears as he hugged his wife.

Kabeer said he had "beenwaiting
for this moment for 54 years," 24 of
which he spent in England and the
LAE,

it's the first step in a thousand-mile
journey,” he said.

Therun-up to thevote inlrag has :
+ ities admit that the fear and intimi-
- dation instilled by radical insurgents
In contrast, the smooth-running -
: bombs, rockets and bullets.

been marred by continuous vio-
lencewithin the country.

operation to gather averseas votes,

organised by the Geneva-based ;
International Organisation for :
Migration (IOM), has mainly had to :

contend withapathy.

Of the 280,000 Iraqis who signed ;
up, more than 60,000 were in neigh- :
bouring Iran, around half the coun- :

try's large exiled population.

Polling stations opened in six :
[ranian cities, according to Monica :
Ellena of the 10M, with queues :

reported insome centres.

In Britain, of a 150,000-strong -
Iraqi community estimated to be :
allowed to vote, just under 31,000 -

registered, local organisers said.

Nonetheless, early voters living !

in Washington's closest ally in the :
war tounseat Saddamwere gleeful.

Palestinian security forces deploy in the southern Gaza Strip clty of Khan :

PHOTO: AFP |

Yunes yesterday. Some 2,000 armed Palestinians were deployed in southern
Gaza yesterday with orders to prevent rocket attacks as Israeli Prime
Minister Ariel Sharon said he detected an "historic opportunity” for a break-

throughinthe Middle East conflict.

: Fear factor

: weighs heavily
: on Iraqi voters

: AFB Baghdad

. The pressure of risking their lives to

- vote for their futures is too much for
*I'm doing this for my children...
: barded with threats ahead of tomor-
: row’shistoricelection.

many Iragis who have been bom-
The US military and Iraqi author-

is as much a concern as their car

Voters have been threatened with
death, to have their children kidnapped
and their houses burned down, accord -
+ ing to residents and military officials.
And they know the threats will remain
longpastSunday'svote.

Carlos Valenzuela, the UN repre-
: sentative on the Iragi election com-
mission, has described voting on
election day as a courageous act by
Iraqis. "This process is not risk free.
. People have to take collective
chances,"” hesaid.

Abu Musab al-Zargawi, the al-
- Quedaassociate witha25million dollar
: US reward on his head, has claimed
many of the attacks camied out in
: recent months and vowed that anyone
- whovoteswill beatarget ofhisfighters.

: Hamas sweeps
: local polls

: AFP, Gaza City

: The radical Islamist movement
- Hamas was celebrating yesterday a
: landslide victory in the first everlocal
;. elections in the Gaza Strip, winning
. 77 out of the 118 seats up for grabs,
. election commissionsourcessaid.

¢ The mainstream Fatah faction of
: Palestinian Authority president
¢ Mahmud Abbas won just 26 seats
¢ while independents and minor
. partieswon the remaining 15slots in
- 10 municipalities across the terri-
: toryinThursday'selection.

. The official results were not due
: to be announced until a 2,00 pm
: (1200 GMT) press conference by
: local government minister

: Shobaki but sources on the election
: commission confirmed the résults
: and the massive 85 percent turnout
: ofrregistered voters.

. Thetmoutfigure easily surpasses
. the70 percent rate seen in the January
: 9 presidential election, which'was
: boycotted by Hamasand Jihad.

:  Hamas had campaigned on a
) u\'fm ption ticket, amid
: widespreac fi[s lonment among
¢ voters about the incompetence and
« cronyism which has characterised
+ many councils.

Abbas has vowed a crackdown on
: corruption and to implement
. sweeping reforms of the Palestinian
institutions but the results in Gaza
appear to indicate that voters do not
trust the establishment party to put
* jtyownhouseinorder.
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PHOTO: AFP
Indian school children shout slogans and hold placards as they stage a demonstration outside the Governor's
Housa in Patna yesterday as they call for action to free seven children abducted in the eastern state of Bihar whera
kidnapping has become an epidemic.

Iraq polls may worsen
sectarian tension

REUTERS, Amman

President Bush has hailed Iraq's first
postwar election as a "grand
moment in Iraqi history” but it runs
the risk of deepening communal
divisions and pushing the country
toward civil strife.

Tomorrow's poll for a national
assembly is vital to the US plan to
transform Iraq from dictatorship to
democracy, 22 months after an
invasion that toppled Saddam
Hussein,

"It has the potential to make
things worse, precisely because it
will accentuate communal differ-
ences,” said Robert Springborg,
director of the Middle East Institute
at London'’s School of Oriental and
AfricanStudies.

The election is taking place in a
security vacuum, with Iraqi state
forces unable to check crime and
lawlessness even in areas relatively
untouched by anti-US violence, said
Toby Dodge, an Iraq expert at Queen
Mary; University of London.

“Democracy amid anarchy is a
difficult trickto pull off," he said.

Even US officials do not suggest
the election will halt the fierce Sunni-
led insurgency thathas gripped parts
of Iraq, foiled reconstruction efforts
and forced Washington to cast about
for a credible exit strategy for its
bloodied troops.

Insurgents, mainly Baathist
nationalists linking up with local
and foreign Muslirn militants in the
Sunni heartlands of central Iraq,
believe theycan outlast America.

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, al-
Qaeda’s leader in Iraq, has declared
war on an "infidel" election he says
isaplottohand powerto Iraq'slong-
oppressed majority Shias.

With most Sunni parties boycott-
ing the election, saying it cannot be
fairwhile US troops occupy Iraq and
violence rages, the result may swing
disproportionate representation to
the Shias and Kurds who suffered
most under Saddam's rule.

Shias, themselves split down
religious-secular lines, feel on the
brink of political power at last.
Minority Kurds are determined to
cling to hard-won autonomy in the
north.

US, Britain agree on
Iraq pullout strategy

AFP, Iamfan

The United States and Britain have
privately agreed on a way of with-
drawing their troops from Iraq, the
Guardian newspaper reported
yesterday.

US Defence Secretary Donald
Rumsfeld and his British counter-
part Geoff Hoon on Monday agreed
on aso-called exit-strategy based on
doubling the number of Iragi police
trainees and setting up Iraqi para-
military units, it said.

The pair were acting on recom-

- mendations from retired US General

Gary Luck, who was sent to Iraq by
the Pentagon last month to look at
the failings of Iraq's security force.

The more aggressive police force
is designed gradually to replace the
150,000 coalition troops and will
form the centrepiece of plans for
Britain and the US to quit Irag, the
Guardiansaid.

Britain has made a phased pull-
out its top priority, although British
sources say no deadline has been set

for withdrawal, partly because it
may encourage theinsurgents.

“Everything the defence secre-
tary is working towards now is an
exit strategy, but without a public
timetable,” according to a British
military source quoted by the
Guardian.

Spanish and Italian forces could
be asked to help train the Iraqgis, a
British defence source was quoted
assaying.

Thousands of troops from the
multinational force would back up
the Iraqi police which, at present,
has a reputation for desertion in the
face oftheinsurgency.

Although the United States and
Britain would like to pull out as soon
as Iraq is stable, General Luck said it
could be years before the Iraqi police
was ready.

The Pentagon expects to maintain
150,000 troops in Iraq for at least the
next two years. Britain said it would
send 220 more soldiers to Iraq to help
fill a gap left by the Netherlands
whichis pullingoutin March.

How will Iraqi polls work?

REUTERS, Baghdad

Iragis are due to vote on Jan. 30 in
their first election since the over-
throwof Saddam Hussein.

These are key facts about the
vole:

Whoisbeingelected?

Voters will choose 275 members
of a national assembly, whose key
task will be to debate and approve
a new constitution. They will also
choose members of 18 provincial
assemblies and the autonomous
Kurdish parliamentin the north,

The national assembly will pick
a new government to succeed the
interim administration formed in
June by the US-led occupation
authority in consultation with the
United Nations.

The assembly is meant to be
dissolved and a new parliament
elected according to the new
constitution by the end 0f2005.

Howdoes it work?

All Iragis over 18 years old on
Jan. 1 can vote -- perhaps some 15
millionofa population of about 27
million. The election register is
based on the ration list, a rclic of
UN sanctions.

On Jan. 30, voters must bring
two forms of photo identification
to their local polling station. After
voting, their name is crossed off
the register and their thumb
marked with indelible ink to pre-
vent them voting again.

There is one national ballot,
without constituencies, Voters cast
one vote for alist of candidates put
forward by a party or coalition.

There will be around 40,000
voting booths in 6,000 to 9,000
polling stations, including some
in about 14 foreign countries
where Iraqi expatriates will vote
from Jan. 28 to 30. Seats are allo-
cated by proportional representa-
tion, so a list that wins 20 percent
of the vote will receive 55 seats,

attributed to the top 55 names on
itslist.

Whoisstanding?

In all, 256 groups and individu-
als registered. But many are either
not fielding candidates or joined
33 coalition lists, leaving the likely
ballot paper featuring about 100
choices.

Most parties reflect sectarian
and ethnicdivides.

Shia Muslims, the long-
oppressed 60 percent majority, are
likely to back Shia parties, some
overtly religious, otherssecular.

Kurds, accounting for 10 percent
to 15 percent of Iragis, mostly back
oneof two big Kurdish parties.

Sunni Arabs, about 20 percent
of the population, dominated
Saddam's regime and earlier
administrations and some Sunni
parties have called for an election
boycott. Howeéver, many Sunni
groups are now standing in the
poll.

BBC fails in its
mission of
impartiality

AFP, London

The BBC, Britain's internation-
ally renowned television and
radio broadcaster, has failed inits
mission of impartiality and is
guilty of 2 pro-European bias,
according to an independent
reportitcommissioned.

The report, commissioned by
the British Broadcasting Corpor-
ation's Board of Governors, said
there was a "serious problem"
with the BBC's coverage of
European issues because of its
failure to beimpartial.

"While we have found no
evidence of deliberate bias in
BBC coverage of EU matters, we
have found that there is a wide-
spread perception that it suffers
from certain forms of cultural and
unintentional bias," it said.




