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'Wars, instability worsen
rights abuses in Asia’

AFP, Bangkok

Key countries across Asia suffered
serious setbacks in human rights
last year, with the most worrying
abuses due to wars and political
instability, a US-based watchdog
said in its annual report.

Human Rights Watch (HRW)
warned abuses were taking place
amid conflicts and political unrest in
Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand,
while giants China and India also
suffered violations.

HRW said in its report Thursday
that Afghanistan was on the "preci-
pice of again becoming a haven" for
human rights abusers, criminals
and militant extremists.

Last year the Taliban-led insur-
gency "escalated into open war-
fare", while rebels carried out more
than 80 suicide bombings.

There were also hundreds of
attacks on students, teachers and

schools during 2006, a sharp rise on
previous years.

Much of last year's violence was
driven by opium poppy production,
which exceeded 2005's crop by 60
percent and generated nearly half of
the country's income and 92 percent
of the world's supply of heroin, the
group said.

Abuses were exacerbated by
poor governance and corruption of
the government of President Hamid
Karzai, itadded.

In Sri Lanka, an upsurge in
fighting between government troops
and the Tamil Tigers has "resulted in a
dramatic increase in serious violations
of international humanitarian and
humanrights law."

Military-ruled Myanmar came in
for criticism over its continued
detention of democracy icon Aung
San Suu Kyi, as well as for gross
abuses in its battle against ethnic
minorities.

"In the conflict areas, human

rights violations such as forced
labour for Burmese army units, rape
of women and girls, and summary
executions continue," the report
said.

A military coup in neighbouring
Thailand avoided any violence, but
HRW said the erosion of liberties
that began under ousted premier
Thaksin Shinawatra had worsened
since the takeover.

The group also accused both the
government and Islamic separatists
in southern Thailand of killings and
other abuses in a conflict that has
killed 1,800 over three years.

Amid political instability in
Bangladesh, HRW said the coun-
try's "already poor human rights
record worsened, as security forces
continued to commit numerous
abuses, including extrajudicial
killings, excessive use of force, and
custodial torture."

India, widely hailed as the
world's largest democracy with a

vibrant press and civil society, also
came in for stiff criticism over offi-
cials and security services that
abuse their power, especially in
areas of conflict such as Kashmir.

In China, the group said that
human rights had "deteriorated signifi-
cantly" last year as the government
reacted to rising social discontent with
evenftighter controls.

China focused particularly on
silencing a loosely organised net-
work of lawyers, journalists and
activists seeking justice for victims
of official abuses, it said.

One cause for cheer was in
Nepal, where Maoist rebels
declared an end to a decade-long
insurgency and signed a peace deal
with the government.

"The human rights situation
improved markedly" due to the
peace deal, HRW said, while accus-
ing both sides of failing to hold their
forces accountable for past viola-
tions.
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Pakistani Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz (R) shakes hands with US Assistant
Secretary of State for Central and South Asia Richard Boucher prior to their
meeting in Islamabad yesterday. Boucher arrived in Islamabad to hold talks
with Pakistani leaders.

Indo-Pak friendship treaty
possible after resolution
of Kashmir row: Kasuri

AFP, New Delhi

Pakistan Foreign Minister Khurshid
Mahmud Kasuri said yesterday that
a peace and friendship treaty
suggested by India's prime minister
was possible only after a dispute
over Kashmir was resolved.

"I hope that what the (Indian)
Prime Minister (Manmohan Singh)
says in terms of a peace and friend-
ship treaty does materialise,"
Kasuri told the English news chan-
nel Times Now in an interview
telecast Friday.

"But then he would know more
than anybody else that we need to
resolve all our conflicts before that.
| am sure that he must have been
mindful of that fact," Kasuri said.

On Monday, Singh said that he
"earnestly" hoped ties between the
two estranged neighbours would
improve enough to generate trust
and both can agree to "a treaty of
peace, security and friendship."

Kasuri's remarks also come just
a day before his Indian counterpart
Pranab Mukherjee is to arrive in
Islamabad to review progress

made in three rounds of peace talks
launched in 2004 and extend an
invite for a regional summit in New
Delhi this April.

The South Asian rivals have
been at loggerheads over the
Himalayan territory of Kashmir, the
trigger for two of their three wars
since independence from Britain in
1947.

New Delhi accuses Islamabad
of arming and training Islamic
militants battling its rule in Muslim-
majority Indian Kashmir and spon-
soring attacks elsewhere in the
country.

More than 44,000 people have
been killed since the 1989 outbreak
of a separatist insurgency against
Indian rule.

Indian government sources
have told AFP that "back-channel
discussions" between New Delhi
and Islamabad on Kashmir have
been going "rather well."

Kasuri said Singh may have
made his comments against the
backdrop of progress made in the
"back-channel" talks.
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Bomb squad officers collect evidence at a construction site from where a rocket was launched against the US

Embassy in Athens yesterday. Fired from across a busy Athens avenue around dawn, the rocket smashed through a
window and exploded inside the building, causing minor damage but no injuries.

Nepali Maoists name
/3 representatives for
new parliament

AFP, Kathmandu

Nepal's Maoists named 73 people
to represent them in a new parlia-
ment due to be formed next week
including minorities who have been
absent from earlier legislatures, a
Maoist spokesman said yesterday.

"Twenty nine of the people
nominated are women, 23 are
Janajatis (indigenous ethnic minor-
ity groups) 11 are Dalits (formerly
known as untouchables) and 20
are Mahadesis (rural residents of
the plains region bordering India),"
Krishna Bahadur Mahara the
Maoist spokesman, told AFP.

She added that some of the
women nominated are from Dalit or
Janjati groups.

The new delegates announced
by the Maoists will radically change
the make-up of Nepal's parliament,
as previously the legislature only
had a dozen women, and no

REUTERS, Washington

Janjatis or Dalits.

"While preparing the list we
have tried our best to represent all
the sectors of society, as per our
party's policy," Mahara told AFP.

Society in the majority-Hindu
country remains strictly divided
along gender, ethnic and caste
lines, and high-caste males have
traditionally dominated business
and government.

The Maoist's communist ideol-
ogy has proved attractive to many
marginalised groups, particularly in
rural areas where some 70 percent
of Nepal's 27 million people live.

Mahara will lead the group
nominated by the rebels late
Thursday with leader Prachanda,
and second-in-command Baburam
Bhatterai not taking any of the
positions in the new parliament due
to be sworn in Monday.

US Democratic and Republican
senators voiced strong concern on
Thursday that the Iraq war could
spread to neighbouring Iran and
Syria if the US military were to
chase militants across the border.

President Bush, who accuses Iran
and Syria of fomenting the violence in
Iraq, on Wednesday proposed send-
ing 21,500 more US troops to try to
restore security nearly four years after
the US-led invasion.

Bush sparked worries that the
conflict may widen by his comment
that "we'll interrupt the flow of
support from Iran and Syria. And we
will seek out and destroy the net-
works providing advanced weap-
onry and training to our enemies in
Iraq."

US officials said their plan was to
disrupt such networks while staying
inside Iraq, but their comments did
not appear to mollify senior US

lawmakers.
Senate Foreign Relations

Committee Chairman Joseph
Biden bluntly told Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice he did not think
Bush had the authority to launch
attacks to stamp out militant net-
works in Iran and Syria.

"If the president concluded he
had to invade Iran ... or Syria in
pursuit of these networks, | believe
the present authorization granted
the president to use force in Iraq
does not cover that and he does
need congressional authority to do
that," said Biden.

"l just want to set that marker,"
added the Delaware Democrat,
who later wrote Bush a letter asking
for an "authoritative answer" on
whether he believed US forces
could cross into Iran or Syria with-
out congressional authorisation.

In a testy hearing about Bush's
new plan for Iraq, Rice said she did
not want to speculate on the presi-
dent's constitutional authority for
such action.

"Obviously, the president isn't going
to rule anything out to protect our troops,

Senators fear Irag war may
spread to Iran, Syria

but the plan is to take down these net-
worksinlraq,"she said.

Earlier on Thursday, US forces
stormed an Iranian government
representative's office in the north-
ern Iraqi city of Arbil and arrested
five people, including diplomats.

"We will continue to work with
the Iragis and use all of our power to
limit and counter the activities of
Iranian agents who are attacking
our people and innocent civilians in
Iraq," Rice said in a prepared state-
ment given to the committee.

Republican Sen Chuck Hagel of
Nebraska also expressed concern
about potential future US action in
Iran or Syria.

"You cannot sit here today -- not
because you're dishonest or you
don't understand -- but no one in
our government can sit here today
and tell Americans that we won't
engage the lIranians and the
Syrians cross-border," said Hagel,
a Vietnam veteran and possible
2008 presidential candidate.

16 civilians, 13 Taliban
killed in Afghan strike

AFP, Kandahar

Nato warplanes attacked and
destroyed a key Taliban headquar-
ters in southern Afghanistan, the
British military said yesterday, as
police reported 16 civilians and 13
rebels were killed.

The strike, in the province of
Helmand early Thursday, also left
five civilians wounded and several
houses damaged, provincial police
chief Mohammad Nabi Mullahkhail
told AFP.

The British military serving under
the NATO-led International Security
Assistance Force said it had "no
indications" civilians were killed.

A "significant number" of Taliban
were believed to have been killed,
Major Mike Geldard, who coordi-
nated the operation, said in a state-
ment.

"At the moment (information)
suggests all casualties were
Taliban," British military press officer
Robert Mead told AFP.

News of the attack comes one
day after ISAF announced its forces,
working with the Afghan army, had
killed up to 150 insurgents in the

eastern province of Paktika, after
they were tracked infiltrating from
Pakistan.

The toll, which could not be
independently verified, was one of
the highestin weeks.

In the latest attack, Mullahkhail
said the Taliban had been holding
the civilians as captives in the com-
pound in the remote southernmost
district of Garmser.

The wounded, who included
women and children, were takento a
hospital in the provincial capital
Lashkar Gah for treatment, the
police chief said.

The compound "was considered
to be one of the main headquarters
for Taliban forces in the south of the
province" and between 60 and 100
Taliban fighters were inside at the
time of the strike, the British state-
ment said.

"More than 100 men closed in on
the compound in the early hours of
(Thursday) morning, supported by
Apache attack helicopters and Nato
aircraft," the statement said.

The first of two compounds was
targeted by snipers before the
building was attacked from the air

and destroyed. The second building
was then also destroyed by an air
attack, it said.

"Both aerial attacks were direct
hits and first reports suggest there
was no collateral damage to other
buildings or civilians," it said.

There were also no casualties
among the troops in the nearly four-
hour operation.

"This was probably the biggest
action in Helmand we have con-
ducted to date in terms of a pre-
planned operation," Geldard said.

"We have been building up
information about this target up for
about two weeks."

Garmser district saw a number of
clashes between rebels and the
military last year, with insurgents
capturing briefly the district centre at
leasttwice.

Most of the British deployment of
about 5,200 troops in Afghanistan is
based in Helmand, which in 2006
saw some of the most intense fight-
ing in an insurgency launched by the
Taliban after they were removed
from governmentin late 2001.
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US Human Rights activist Cindy Sheehan (R), British national of Pakistani origin Asif Iqbal (L), a former prisoner at
the US detention camp in Guantanamo Bay, the mother and brother of detainee Omar Deghayes, Zohra Zewawi (C)
and Taher Daghayes (2-R), shout slogans on their way to the Guantanamo Bay US naval base in Cuba Thursday. Five
years after the first "war on terror" detainees arrived at the Guantanamo Bay US naval base, a former inmate and
relatives of another issued emotional pleas here for the closure of the prison.

Gunmen Kill
seven in Pak
political rivalry

AFP, Lahore

A senior judicial official and six
others and an attacker were killed
yesterday when gunmen opened
fire on his car in the eastern
Pakistani city of Lahore, police
said.

Four attackers sprayed bullets
atthe car of Anwar Bhinder near the
Lahore High Court building, killing
the official, his brother, three
guards and a nine-year-old
nephew, senior police officer Aamir
Zulfigar said.

Bhinder, who was a state attor-
ney for the Punjab provincial gov-
ernment, had been driving to
school to dropoff his nephew
before heading to his office.

One of the attackers also died
when his guards returned fire,
Zulfigar said, adding that the others
fled in a waiting car.

"The motive behind the attack
seems to be an old election rivalry,"
he said.

Bhinder, who won a local gov-
ernment election two years ago,
had survived a murder attempt last
year.

US softens
Myanmar
resolution

AP, United Nations

The United States softened a UN
resolution urging Myanmar's mili-
tary government to release all
political prisoners and take speedy
steps toward democracy ahead of
an expected Security Council vote
yesterday.

Washington faces an uphill
struggle to win council approval of
the draft because of opposition
from China and Russia, both veto-
wielding council members. The
council decided to put Myanmar on
its agenda on Sept. 15 over objec-
tions from Beijing and
Moscow.China's UN Ambassador
Wang Guangya and Russia's UN
Ambassador Vitaly Churkin both
contend that the Security Council is
not the proper place to discuss
Myanmar because the Southeast
Asian country does not pose a threat
tointernational peace and security.

A revised text circulated by the
United States late Thursday
dropped a statement in its initial
draft that would have the Security
Council express "its gravest con-
cern that the overall situation in
Myanmar has deteriorated and
poses serious risks to peace and
security in the region.”
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Sri Lankan Army troops stand guard outside a school in Colombo yesterday
as part of tight security against possible Tamil rebel bomb attacks. Security
has been stepped up following bomb attacks against public transport as
troops and Tamil Tiger rebels escalate attacks against each other in the
island's embattled north and the east.

Lanka military offers
amnesty to deserters

Commandos capture 8 LTTE bases

REUTERS, AFP, Colombo

Sri Lanka's army has offered nearly
17,000 deserters an amnesty to
return to ranks amid a new chapter
of civil war against Tamil Tiger
rebels, officials said yesterday.

Around 50,000 soldiers have
deserted the Sri Lankan military
since the war began in 1983, but the
military's offer only stands for those
who have gone absent without leave
since the end of 2003 in the belief
that they are fit for retraining.

Sri Lanka's army is 125,000-
strong, and around 630 soldiers
have been killed in the past year in a
series of land battles with the Tigers
and rebel ambushes.

"We have given a general
amnesty from Jan. 20-31 for them to
rejoin the army, as it is easy for us to
refresh their training rather than
giving full training to new recruits,"
said military spokesman Brigadier
Prasad Samarasinghe.

The military says several hun-
dred deserters have been caught
over the years, and punishments
vary from a pay cut and demotion to
jailtime.

Meanwhile, Sri Lankan comman-
dos have taken at least eight bases
used by Tamil Tiger guerrillas to
launch attacks in the country's east
following an operation lasting sev-
eral days, military officials said
Friday.

The elite Special Task Force
commandos took the eighth base in
the district of Ampara early Friday
after a three-day operation against
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), a local official said by tele-
phone.

Four LTTE members were killed
in one clash on Thursday, while in
other confrontations the guerrillas
withdrew after token resistance,
officials said. There was no immedi-
ate reaction from the guerrillas.

In other violence, police said at
least two constables were killed in a
Claymore bomb attack in northern
SriLanka on Friday.

The LTTE set off the roadside
bomb in the district of Vavuniya as
police were on a routine patrol, a
police spokesman said.

He said another policeman was
killed on Thursday evening in a
confrontation with Tiger rebels in the
same area.

More than 60,000 people have
been killed in Sri Lanka's Tamil
separatist conflict in the past 35
years and diplomatic attempts to
end the conflict politically have
ended in failure.

Government troops and Tamil
Tiger guerrillas have been trading
attacks across the island's embat-
tled northern and eastern regions,
with more than 3,800 people killed in
the past year despite a truce in place
since February 2002.
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