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Lanka to face backlash
for crackdown: Tigers

School shelled as 9 dead in fresh violence

REUTERS, AFP, Colombo

Sri Lankans will suffer and the
government will face a backlash for
reinstating the island's Prevention
of Terrorism Act to crack down on
the Tamil Tigers and their support-
ers, the rebels said yesterday.

The act, which has been dor-
mant since a 2002 ceasefire, gives
police and the security forces wide
powers to arrest, search and inter-
rogate.

It has been re-imposed after a
surge in suicide attacks and
clashes with the Tigers that have
leftthe truce in tatters.

"The ceasefire agreement put
this draconian act to sleep for a
while. Now the dragon is given life,"
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE) media coordinator Daya
Master told Reuters by telephone
from the rebels' northern strong-
hold.

"It is nothing but natural that
Tamil youths, not necessarily the
LTTE alone, would resort to armed
defence again," he added. "What
the government has actually done
is restart a vicious cycle. It is the
nation and the people who are
going to suffer."

The government held back from

an outright ban on the Tigers, but
on Wednesday it unveiled new
emergency regulations prohibiting
supporting or assisting the rebels
or giving information detrimental to
national security. Those found
guilty faced up to 20 years'jail.

Nordic truce monitors said
reinstating the act went against the
terms of the truce.

"Just by implementing the
Prevention of Terrorism Act is a
violation of the ceasefire agree-
ment," said Thorfinnur Omarsson,
spokesman for the Sri Lanka
Monitoring Mission, which over-
sees a truce that now holds only on
paper.

"We worry that this might dis-
tance the parties even more," he
added. "But then both sides have
been violating the ceasefire agree-
ment nearly every day, so it begs
the question: where does the
agreement stand?"

At least seven civilians and two
soldiers were killed in fresh vio-
lence in Sri Lanka hours after the
government announced tough anti-
terror laws to battle Tamil Tiger
rebels, officials said.

Three civilians were killed and
10 students were wounded when
Tamil Tiger rebels shelled a school

in the northeastern district of
Trincomalee, the defence ministry
said.

The ministry said four more
civilians were killed by a mine in the
northern peninsula of Jaffna on
Wednesday, while the two troopers
were also killed by a mine blast on
Wednesday night in the northern
district of Vavuniya.

The main pipeline bringing
water to the capital was also
bombed by unidentified attackers
on Wednesday night, police said,
adding efforts were underway to
restore supplies to thousands of
homes.

The latest violence came as the
government brought in tough anti-
terror laws aimed at strengthening
its battle against the rebels.

The government and the Tigers
say they continue to honour the
pact and each accuses the other of
trying to trigger a return to all-out
war.

But on the ground, more than
3,000 civilians, troops and rebel
fighters have been killed so far this
year. Air strikes, suicide attacks
and major artillery battles are
increasingly commonplace, and
few are in any doubt the island's
two-decade civil war has already

resumed.

President Mahinda Rajapakse,
whose brother Gotabhaya narrowly
escaped injury in a suicide attack in
the capital last week, vowed to
eradicate terrorism but said the
door remained open to peace talks
if the Tigers come in earnest.

"Our government decided to
reactivate provisions of the
Prevention of Terrorism Act to face
this cruel and senseless terrorism,"
Rajapakse said in a televised
national address late on
Wednesday. "We have no path left
butits total defeat."

"l ask this of all political parties,
all media, and all people's organi-
sations. You decide whether you
should be with a handful of terror-
ists or with the common man who is
in the majority. You must clearly
choose between these two sides.
No one can represent both these
sides atany one time."

Rebel leader Velupillai
Prabhakaran last week declared
the Tigers were resuming their
independence struggle. Analysts
say this means the island's long-
running conflict, which has killed
more than 67,000 people since
1983, will likely escalate.

PHOTO: AFP
Sri Lankan police commandos inspect the damage triggered by a blast on a
pipeline at Boralesgamuwa, near the capital Colombo yesterday. A powerful
explosion blew up a pipeline supplying water to parts of the capital and
immediate suburbs.

Iran cautious over
US report seeking
engagement

REUTERS, Tehran

Iran has responded cautiously to
proposals for the United States to
engage its foe directly, as analysts
say Tehran waits to see whether
President George W Bush
embraces the idea and what con-
cessionsitcanwin.

The US bipartisan Irag Study
Group called on Wednesday for a
new diplomatic push by
Washington, including urging the
United States to deal directly with
Irag's neighbours, Iran and Syria.

Bush said he would take the
report "very seriously." But the
White House also said the president
would not be bound by the report's
ideas and rejected one-on-one talks
with Iran for now.

"Any decision by the United
States to withdraw from Iraq does
not require any negotiations with
Iran or any other country in the
region," Foreign Minister
Manouchehr Mottaki told the satel-
lite channel Al Jazeera television.

"(The) report has some impor-
tant points ... There seems to be at
least some aspects of the U.S
administration's policy in Iraq which
are considered to have been mis-
taken," he said.

Analysts say Iran is in no hurry to
respond more positively at this

stage, although some say Tehran
would like to talk if it felt it could win
security assurances and other
concessions.

Washington broke ties with
Tehran shortly after the 1979 Islamic
revolution and past efforts at talks
were abortive.

"The Iranians feel confident at
the moment that the Americans are
really not in a position to impose
anything on Iran and also not in a
position to solve any issues in Iraq
without the help of Iran," said one
Iranian political analyst, who asked
not be identified.

Iran, the world's fourth largest oil
exporter enjoying an oil windfall,
feels it has a strong hand to make
demands as US troops battle rising
violence in Iraq and the UN Security
Council is deadlocked over Iran's
atomicplans.

The United States and European
nations, who accuse Iran of trying to
make nuclear bombs despite
Tehran's denials, want to impose
sanctions but Russia has sought to
reduce any penalties.

Iran is wary Washington could
drag it into helping calm Irag "with-
out giving any concession," the
analyst said, adding that talks could
happen but "it will be a long pro-
cess.”
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PHOTO: AFP
Secretary General of Amnesty International Irene Khan talks to Arab and Israeli schoolchildren at the bilingual
schoolin Jerusalem yesterday during her visit to Israel and the Palestinian territories.

UNGA takes
initial step for
conventional
arms treaty

AFP, United Nations

The UN General Assembly on \Wednesday
overwhelmingly adopted a resolution
launchingaprocessthatcouldleadtoatreaty
to prevent amms transfers that fuel conflicts
and serious human rights violations around
theworld.

Some 153 members backed the
resolution, with only the United States
voting against it, while 24 governments
abstained.

Outgoing UN chief Kofi Annan
immediately welcomed the adoption of
the text that launches "a process that
could lead to a treaty regulating interna-
tional trade in conventional weapons,"
according to a statement issued by his
press office.

"Unregulated trade in these weap-
ons currently contributes to conflict,
crime and terrorism, and undermines
international efforts for peace and
development,"Annan stressed.

Indian arms for Myanmar
fuels abuses: HR group

REUTERS, New Delhi

An Indian offer of military equip-
ment, including helicopters, to the
reclusive military regime in
Myanmar could be used against
civilians and rebels, and fuel
abuses, Human Rights Watch said
yesterday.

"It is shocking a democracy like
India would offer military assistance
to Burma's brutal military dictator-
ship, which is likely to use that
assistance against the civilian
population," said Brad Adams, Asia
director at Human Rights Watch.

New Delhi, which is jockeying with
Beijing for strategic influence in
Myanmar, made an offer to sell its
indigenously made advanced light
helicopters -- that can be used as
gunships -- during a visit by Indian Air
Force chief SP Tyagilast month.

India's air force also offered
avionics while the army has said it

was ready to provide training for
Myanmar troops.

"The Burmese government's
record shows that these weapons
and special training are used as
tools of repression, not of defence,"
Adams said in a statement.

"India may think it has to com-
pete with China to cultivate good
relations in the region, but this is
going toofar."

India, which shares a 1,600 km
border with Myanmar, already
provided Islander transport and
surveillance aircraft in August,
despite objections from Britain,
which manufactured the planes.

Britain is part of a European
Union arms embargo on the junta in
Myanmar.

New Delhi has also supplied
artillery to the regime, which
Washington calls an "outpost of
tyranny"

An Indian official said India was

trying to boost its ties with Myanmar
as part of its "Look East' strategy and
thatit did not foresee military supplies
to its neighbour being used for "offen-
sive" purposes.

Human Rights Watch said it was
"particularly alarmed" that India was
offering military supplies to
Myanmar's military which is fighting
separatist rebels of the Karen
community, the country's largest
ethnic minority.

India's engagement with
Myanmar attracts little criticism at
home, and is defended by strategic
affairs experts as necessary given
the perceived threat from China.

Western democracies such as the
United States also make tactical alli-
ances with military leaders like
Pakistan's President Pervez
Musharraf, analystsin New Delhi said.

India, Pakistan near,
yet so far on Kashmir

REUTERS, New Delhi

For nearly six decades it has been
one of the most intractable dis-
putes on the planet, but these days
India and Pakistan are finally
talking similar language on
Kashmir.

Both sides talk about self-rule
and soft borders, supported by
some kind of common system to
liaise over the disputed region,
plans which seem to offer the
nuclear-armed neighbours the
chance to link hands across this
sensitive border.

Is this, as optimists suggest, a
historic opportunity to bury the
hatchet and forge a new South
Asia? Orisitjustamirage?

A gulf of trust continues to divide
both sides, nationalist pressures
limit politicians' freedom to compro-

mise and militant violence hangs
over the whole process.

The devil lies in not just in the
detail butalsoin the journey.

"We are talking about some kind
of Holy Grail, and to reach there you
will have to address the trust deficit,"
said C Uday Bhaskar of New Delhi's
Institute for Defence Studies and
Analyses.

"In principle it is not an impossi-
ble goal, but traversing this is a
minefield."

Since he first signalled a willing-
ness to give up Pakistan's claim to
the whole of Kashm r in 2003,
Pakistani President Pervez
Musharraf has repeatedly offered
India the chance to compromise.

His proposals, repeated in an
interview to an Indian news channel
this week, offer a phased solution to
the dispute.

Indo-US nuclear deal
hits snag in Cong

REUTERS, Washington

Plans for the US Congress to approve
alandmark deal that would allow India
to buy US nuclear fuel and reactors hit
a snag on Wednesday when
Republican leaders in the House of
Representatives halted action on the
legislation, congressional sources
said.

The sources, who support the
deal and spoke on condition of
anonymity because of the sensitivity
of the issue, said they still hoped the
bill could be approved. But time was
running out because Congress
plans to adjourn this week for the
year.

The legislation would make
changes in US law to allow nuclear-
armed India to buy US nuclear fuel
and reactors for the first time in 30
years.

The House and the Senate
adopted competing versions of the
bill so congressional negotiators
worked through the night to recon-
cile differences to reach a compro-
mise, which has not been made
public.

Plans were to have both cham-
bers give final approval to the legis-
lation on Wednesday. But then
House Republican Majority leader
John Boehner of Ohio halted action,
the sources said.

Kevin Smith, Boehner's spokes-
man, said the bill was not formally
scheduled for a vote on Wednesday
but will be put before Congress
when Boehner and other leaders
"have some sort of aresolution.”

He said he did not know what
was holding up the legislation as
lawmakers "are still working
things out."

UN launches appeal
for Palestinian aid

AFP, Jerusalem

The United Nations led a record
appeal for aid to the Palestinians
yesterday, asking for more than 450
million dollars to be dispatched to
counter a deteriorating humanitar-
ian situation.

Twelve UN agencies and 14
non-governmental organizations
appealed to donors to provide
453.6 million dollars (341.2 million
euros) in aid to the beleaguered
Palestinian territories in 2007.

It marked the largest ever
appeal for emergency humanitar-
ian assistance in the occupied
Palestinian territories and the third-
largest in the world, said Kevin
Kennedy, the UN humanitarian

coordinator in the Palestinian
territories.

"We have been compelled to
launch the larger appeal in the face
of the increased needs among the
Palestinian population,” Kennedy
said ata press conference.

"Itis particularly aimed at assist-
ing the most vulnerable
Palestinians, including children,
who make up about half of the
population," he told a press confer-
ence.

"Two thirds of the Palestinians in
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip
are now living in poverty," he
warned.

"Growing numbers of people are
now unable to cover their daily food
needs and agencies report that

basic services such as health care
and education are deteriorating and
setto worsen much further."

The Palestinian territories have
been gripped by an unprecedented
political and financial crisis ever
since the Islamist Hamas move-
ment formed a government in
March and the West froze direct
aid.

The European Union and the
United States, which along with
Israel consider Hamas a terrorist
organization, demand that the
government renounce violence,
and recognize Israel and past
peace deals to unfreeze the badly
needed funds.

Asean agrees
on anti-terror
pact

AFP, Cebu

Asean nations yesterday agreed on
the bloc's first legally binding pact to
fight terrorism, including a provision
to rehabilitate convicted terror
suspects, diplomats said.

The agreement, to be signed here
next week, is seen as a breakthrough
for the 10-country Southeast Asian
group, which includes nations such
as the Philippines and Indonesia that
have battled Muslim terror groups for
years.

"It's very significant in our con-
certed effort to combat terrorism in
the region," said Imron Cotan,
secretary general of the Indonesian
foreign ministry, who hailed in
particular the proposal to rehabili-
tate terrorists.

"It's a different element from
what they have in the West," Cotan
said. "This will address the root
cause of the problem."

Final withesses
testify at Saddam
genocide trial

AFP, Baghdad

Two final witnesses told Saddam
Hussein's genocide trial yesterday of
the horrors of the anti-Kurdish Anfal
campaign, before the court adjourned
for a week in preparation of its next
phase.

Two doctors living in northern
Iraq's Kurdish region described
treating a steady stream of victims of
government gas attacks.

Court officials said they would be
the final eyewitnesses as the court
looks set to resume on December 18
and receive documentary evidence
allegedly linking the defendants to the
anti-Kurdish campaign.

The brief session was delayed due
to a security alert in the capital's
heavily fortified Green Zone, where
the courtis located.

Defence lawyers -- those not
boycotting the proceedings -- spent
two hours trying to enter the Green
Zone after sniffer dogs near detected
a suspect smell in a different group of
visitors and the area was sealed off.

Will Bush pay heed to

the Iraq report?

AFP, Washington

US newspapers gave banner head-
line coverage yesterday to the Iraq
Study Group report, but worried that
President George W Bush may find
its tough recommendations too
difficult to embrace.

The report on US policy in Iragq
was the lead story in all the televi-
sion newscasts, with its panel
members -- especially co-chairs
James Baker and Lee Hamilton --
appearing on the top television and
radio news shows.

Excerpts of the report had been
leaked to the news media for days,
and Time and Newsweek maga-
zines had already featured it on their
covers -- with Newsweek asking:
"Will Bush listen?"

The report "might well be titled
'The Realist Manifesto," read the
main Washington Post analysis
piece.

"From the very first page" the
bipartisan report "is nothing less
than a repudiation of the Bush
administration's diplomatic and
military approach to Iraq and to the

whole region."

The report "reflects the foreign
policy establishment's disdain for
the 'neoconservative' policies long
espoused by President Bush and
his aides."

However "it is unclear at this
point whether a radically different
approach would make much differ-
ence nearly four years after the
invasion of Iraq."

The New York Times described
the report as "A Blueprint for Iraq"
and asked in its headline: "Will It
Work in the White House?"

The report "makes an impas-
sioned plea for bipartisan consen-
sus on the most divisive foreign
policy issue of this generation.
Without President Bush, that cannot
happen," the Times article says.

"For Mr. Bush to embrace the
study group's blueprint would mean

. reversing course in Iraqg and
throughout the Middle East."

The Wall Street Journal headline
read "lraq Report Adds Pressure on
Bush To Plan Pullback," while its
story described the document as a
"searing critique of Bush administra-

tion policy."

The Los Angeles Times said the
report had an "unusual goal: per-
suading President Bush to change
his mind about staying the course in
Irag."

"It's one thing for people inside
the administration to tell the presi-
dent what to do," an unnamed Iraq
Study Group adviser told the news-
paper. "But for an outside group to
say, 'Here, son, let us give you a
road map for your foreign policy,'
that's remarkable."

USA Today noted that Bush
offered the Iraq Study Group
authors "cups of coffee and a polite
hearing when he met with them at 7
a.m. Wednesday, but they left the
White House an hour later with no
guarantees that he would actually
take their tough advice."

After the group presented the 79
recommendations in the report the
article asked: "What will Bush do
now?"

A story for the McClatchy
Newspaper chain was more blunt.
"The question now is whether
President Bush will listen," it read.

Warmed-up
oceans reduce
key food link

AP, Washington

Ina"sneak peak" revealing a grim side
effect of future warmer seas, new
Nasa satellite data find that the vital
base of the ocean food web shrinks
when the world's seas get hotter.

And that discovery has scientists
worried about how much food
marine life will have as global warm-
ing progresses.

The data show a significant link
between warmer water either from
the EI Nino weather phenomenon or
global warming and reduced pro-
duction of phytoplankton of the
world's oceans, according to a study
in Thursday's journal Nature.

Phytoplankton are the micro-
scopic plant life that zooplankton
and other marine animals eat,
essentially the grain crop of the
world's oceans.

Study lead author Michael
Behrenfeld, a biological oceanogra-
pher at Oregon State University,
said Wednesday that the recent
dramatic drop in phytoplankton
production in much of the world's
oceans is a "sneak peak of how
ocean biology" will respond later in
the century with global warming.

Mars water evidence
excites Nasa

PHOTO: AFP
This handout image from Nasa shows light-toned deposits several
hundred meters or yards long on a crater location where a gully
flowed in the Centauri Montes Region in September, 2005. The pic-
ture was taken by Nasa's Mars Global Surveyor spacecraft.

AP, Los Angeles

After decades of scouring Mars in
search of geologic evidence of past
water activity, scientists believe they
have found stunning evidence that
water may even now be flowing
through the Red Planet's frigid sur-
face.

The news excited scientists who
hunt for extraterrestrial life. If the
finding is confirmed, they say, all the
ingredients favourable for life on Mars
would be in place: liquid water and a
stable heat source.

"This is a squirting gun for water on
Mars," said Kenneth Edgett, a scientist at
San Diego-based Malin Space Science
Systems, which operates a camera on
Nasa's Mars Global Surveyor.

It was the Surveyor that prompted
the announcement Wednesday by
taking photographs of Mars before it
lost contact with Earth last month.
The latest findings will appear in
Friday's issue of the journal Science.

The images do not actually show
flowing water. Rather, they show
changes in craters that provide the
strongest evidence yet that water
coursed through them as recently as
several years ago, and is perhaps
doing so even now.

In all of its Mars exploration mis-

sions, Nasa has pursued a "follow the
water" strategy to determine if the
planet once contained life or could
support it now.

Scientists believe ancient Mars
was awash with pools of water. And at
present-day Mars' north pole,
researchers have spotted evidence of
water ice. But they have yet to actu-
ally see waterin liquid form.

"This underscores the importance
of searching for life on Mars, either
present or past," said Bruce Jakosky,
an astrobiologist at the University of
Colorado at Boulder, who had no role
in the study. "It's one more reason to
think that life could be there."

Some researchers were sceptical
that liquid water was responsible for
the surface feature changes seen by
the spacecraft. They said other
materials such as sand or dust can
flow like a liquid and produce similar
results.

"Nothing in the images, no matter
how cool they are, proves that the
flows were wet, or that they were
anything more exciting than ava-
lanches of sand and dust," Allan
Treiman, a geologist at the Lunar and
Planetary Institute in Houston said in
an e-mail.
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