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AL men divided
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need to be looked at. They also recom-
mended curtailing the party presi-
dent's absolute power in decision-
making and bringing dynamism in the
central committee.

They said for intra-party democ-
racy to take root the party would have
to rethink if its chief should continue in
her position forever.

Asked about the much-talked
about notion of having the two major
political parties minus their current
chiefs, Jalil said only the leaders and
councillors of the party have the right to
decide howitwould be run.

“It would be illegal and unconstitu-
tional if the state acts to omit the two
[from the respective parties] through
formulating new laws,” he said.

Jalil, who was scheduled to leave
for Singapore last night for medical
check-up, stressed that the AL would
be reformed under the leadership of
Hasina.

A senior AL leader siding with anti-
Hasina faction told The Daily Star that
bringing reforms must not be tagged
with her [Hasina's] presence.

Speaking in return for anonymity,
some of the leaders said they are
waiting for favourable conditions to
come. "We will take the initiative to
bring some radical changes even
without her just when we would deem
thetimeisripe," one ofthem observed.

AL president's Political Secretary
Saber Hossain Chowdhury told The
Daily Star that as some discussions
are going on about registration of the
political parties, they will have to wait to
find out exactly what legal obligations
they will have to fulfil as a party. And
this in turn will determine the extent
and nature of the reforms, he added.

The reforms should always be
viewed with an open mind and they
should be continuing and sustaining
for the very interest of the party,
observed Saber, also an organising
secretary.

He said they will support measures
to ensure transparency in all matters
including party finances.

"We should now seriously consider
introducing state funding for the
political parties as is the case in many
democracies," he noted.

AL Publicity Secretary
Asaduzzaman Noor told The Daily
Star that political parties are the life
force of democracies. The broader the
membership base, the more will be the
practice of democracy within the party.
"Atthe end of the day itis the members
of the party who will determine how itis
tobe run," he pointed out.

One of the leaders criticised the
party for not following its constitution
properly, holding in time the councils
and meeting of the National Executive
Committee, the largest decision-
making body.

Another leader loyal to Hasina said
businessmen, former civil or military
bureaucrats, or whoever he/she might
be should not be given any post or
nomination before three to five years
serving forthe party.

Some leaders said the party coun-
cillors should be allowed to express
their opinions freely and without fear
so they could choose a better leader-
ship.

[I)_aw, Justice and Information
Adviser Barrister Mainul Hosein on
April 22 said the present government
is tolerant towards the politicians who
are working to bring reforms in party
politics. He said one should not
become prime minister or party chief

‘UK,

Bangladesh

to work together
for common
values

UNB, Dhaka

British High Commissioner Anwar
Choudhury has said it is vital for the
people of UK and Bangladesh to
articulate common values of peace,
tolerance, social justice, human rights
and democracy.

“We will continue to work together to
counter the threat of those who seek to
profit from division, suspicion and
violence and to address the root causes
of extremism...,” he said at a reception
at the High Commission on Thursday
evening marking the birthday of Queen
Elizabeth II.

Bangladesh and Britain enjoy
special bilateral relations, the envoy
said, adding that the British Council is
doing a great job in promoting people-
to-people links and cultural exchange.

He said UK welcomes genuine
applicants because they have much to
offer, just as they have much to gain
from Britain as a place of business,
study, tourism and family life.

Choudhury said UK remains one of
the largestinvestors in Bangladesh and
a key market for Bangladeshi exports.
UK companies are taking a lead in
making corporate social responsibility
workin Bangladesh

On aid programme, he said Britain
intends to scale up its contribution
substantially from current bilateral aid
programme of 125 million pound ($
250million) ayear.

The High Commissioner said the
UK is committed to working in partner-
ship with Bangladesh to achieve its
millennium development goals and to
lift millions out of poverty for good.

Tragic death
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Proshika office under Gouranadi
upazila on Barisal-Dhaka highway.

Barek Mridha's sons Bashar
Mridha, 26, and Russel Mridha, 22,
died on the spot.

Barek's son-in-law Akbar Ali, 31,
and their family friends Mizanur
Rahman, 24, and Ismail, 29, were
admitted to Barisal Sher-e-Bangla
Medical College Hospital in a critical
condition.

repeatedly.

"There should be democracy
inside a party too. Afamily member of a
party chief may be competent but they
should come through the political
process," the adviseradded.

Speaking at the BBC Bangladesh
Sanglap last week, AL Presidium
Member Suranijit Sengupta called for
radical reforms including specifying for
how many times one can hold presi-
dency of the organisation.

Besides, laws should be formu-
lated so that a person cannot hold at
the same time the posts of party
president and prime minister, he said
apparently pointing at Sheikh Hasina.

Hasina's son Sajeeb Wazed Joy
told The Daily Star last night, "Some
people forget that Sheikh Hasina was
not made the party president by her
father. Rather, the Awami League itself
had elected her as its president while
she was in exile. Anyone who wants to
run for the presidency needs just two
persons--one to propose their name
andthe othertosecondit.”

He added that reform is an ongoing
process. Over the years, the party has
adopted new ideas, changed its core
policies and even its name once. It will
be continuing to grow and evolve the
way ithas been since its founding.

Robber killed
in encounter
with Rab

OUR CORRESPONDENT, Cox's Bazar

A robber was killed in an encounter
with Rapid Action Battalion (Rab) at
Shamlapur village under
Baharchara Union of Teknaf upazila
early yesterday.

Acting on a tip-off, a team of Rab-
7 raided a place at the village where
the robber, Sayed Kashem, 32, and
his accomplices were holding a
secret meeting ataround 4:00am.

Sensing the presence of the Rab
men, the gang opened fire, forcing
the law enforcers to retaliate.

Rab sources said, Kashem
received bullets during the "shoot-
out" and died instantly, while his
cohorts managed toflee.

Two Rab members--Zaker and
Hasan---were injured in the gun-
fight, the sources added.

Five guns and seven bullets
were recovered from the spot.

SIM, scratch cards
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An inspection team led by Wahida
Rahman, deputy director of Excise
and VAT for Tejgaon zone, conducted
the raid at the offices of Banglalink
concerns on Thursday.

The team recovered 4,03,663 SIM
cards and 27,61,329 scratch cards at
the office of Oras Invest while it recov-
ered 4,65906 SIM cards and
81,87,837 scratch cards at the office of
Ring Distribution.

The team also seized packaging
materials of Banglalink SIM and
scratch cards from the two offices.

"Oras Invest does not have any
VAT registration while Ring
Distribution is registered as a supervi-
sory and consulting firm. So, whatever
was found at the two offices is illegal,"
Wahida Rahman told The Daily Star.

Both the companies have violated
sections 6, 15,31, 32, 35and 37 (1&2)
ofthe VAT law.

"They could not show any paper of
their annual audit reports, number of
active SIM cards and their total
stocks," she added.

Quoting officials of the companies,
a Customs office press release said
they were working as Banglalink
warehouses and that the recovered
SIM and scratch cards were imported
inthe name of Banglalink.

The VAT department is going to file
cases against the two companies.

Wahida said they will continue the
drive against such forgery.

Earlier on April 25, Wahida and her
team visited the Banglalink head office
and found information about the two
companies.

Banglalink recently got Tk 5 crore
tax rebate by submitting false papers
to the government. The rebate was
cancelled afterthe drive.

After a lot of efforts, Yasir Haider of
Banglalink's media wing was available
for comments. "Itis not possible for me
to make a comment on the matter
without having exact details of the fact
today [Friday] since it is weekly holi-
day," he told The Daily Star last night.

Road link
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inthe meeting.

On Thursday Foreign Adviser
Iftekhar Ahmed Chowdhury held
official talks with his Myanmar
counterpart Nyan Win.

During the talks, both sides
agreed to resolve the outstanding
issues, including Rohingya repatria-
tion, through negotiations.

Direct road link, border security,
trade and investment and maritime
boundary between the two countries
figured prominently in the talks.

False case
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inspector general of police (IGP) to
take departmental action against Sub-
Inspector Shawkat Hossain of
Digholia Police Station who submitted
the charge-sheet afterinvestigation.

Akbar Molla lodged an FIR (first
information report) with Digholia
Police Station on October 3, 2003,
accusing the 13 of snatching Tk
25,820 from him atgunpoint.

The investigating officer (10) of the
case submitted charge-sheet to a
court, saying that allegation against
the FIR-named accused was primarily
proved.

The case was tried under Section
4(1) ofthe Speedy Tribunal Act, 2003.

8 hurt as live
electric wire
falls on them

STAFF CORRESPONDENT

Eight people suffered injuries when
a live electric wire from an electric
pole fell on them in the city's Jurain
area yesterday.

The injured are Desa electricians
Amir Hossain, 42, and Abdul Matin,
40, and locals Sanjida, 10, Alamgir,
10, Abdus Samad, 40, Sentu, 23,
Shihab, 8, and AlAmin, 8.

They were admitted to Dhaka
Medical College Hospital (DMCH).

The injured told reporters at the
DMCH that local people saw an
electric wire, torn during Thursday's
storm, near Alam Super Market at
around 12:20 pm and informed the
Desa officials.

On information, Desa electricians
and linesmen rushed to the scene
and started repairing the wire.
Suddenly, another electric wire tore
from the pole and fell on the people
gathered there, leaving the eight
injured. Police said the wire tore as
power supply resumed suddenly.

Of the injured, condition of Amir
Hossain was stated to be critical.

Bhuiyan
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on her movement. Bhuiyan however
did not agree to disclose any detail
ofthe meeting to journalists.

He just told the reporters at his
Gulshan residence, "It was a cour-
tesy call during which she [Khaleda
Zia] wanted to know about BNP
leaders, activists and lawmakers
across the country. | informed her as
much as | know."

He also said Khaleda expressed
her gratitude to her party leaders
and activists, and to the people for
praying for her wellbeing.

But when the reporters asked
whether they discussed Hannan
Shah's speeches, Mannan Bhuiyan
kept mum and returned to his apart-
ment.

Earlier, Mannan Bhuiyan was
present with Khaleda Zia at the
grave of late president Ziaur
Rahman on April 1. But in the last
three weeks there was no communi-
cation between the two, as accord-
ing to BNP leaders, Khaleda Zia
was virtually under house arrest
during the period.

Last week Brig Gen (retd)
Hannan Shah repeatedly claimed
that Khaleda Zia had told him that
she will bring changes to the ranks
of the party leadership including to
the post of the secretary general.
But other leaders of the party told
reporters that Khaleda Zia will
convey her message through a
proper person designated by her-
self.

Mannan Bhuiyan did not tell the
reporters yesterday whether he
discussed Hannan with the party
chairperson, although the reporters
threw a volley of questions towards
him regarding the matter.

Correction
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Commission (EC) was inadvertently
misquoted.

The report said Debapriya
opposed the proposal that says a
civil or military bureaucrat or a
statutory body official cannot partici-
pate in the polls before three years
from their retirement.

In fact, he said NGO officials,
teachers and other professionals
should get the opportunity to partici-
pate in the polls after resigning from
their respective positions otherwise
it would be difficult to find honest
people in the next election.

High government officials can
influence their own electoral pros-
pects while in service, but the NGO
employees have little opportunity to
do so, he said.

Debapriya, however, welcomed
the other provision restraining civil
or military officials from participating
in the election for three years from
their retirement.

Australia-Sri Lanka
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Ponting, it will pave the way for spin
bowler Muttiah Muralidaran to
weave his magic against the middle
order.

Muralidaran believes Sri Lanka
can only prosper by playing their
own game, and not worrying in
advance about what Australia might
do.

Sri Lanka are likely to make one
change with Farveez Maharoof
returning in place of Dilhara
Fernando, who struggled in the
semifinal against New Zealand after
being warned for running down the
pitch in his follow-through.

Australia, by contrast, are certain
to be unchanged, barring any last-
minute injury problems and skipper
Ricky Ponting has backed his side
tolift their standards even higher.

It is a fair bet that whatever the
outcome, there will be a wicket or
two for seam bowler McGrath to add
to his current career total of 380.

Australia have won five of the
previous World Cup meetings
between the two sides but the lone
defeat, perhaps significantly, came
inthe final 11 years ago.

Based on Australia's form this
time around, another Sri Lanka win
would be an even greater achieve-
ment.

PHOTO: STAR

Ten-year-old Al-Amin, one of the ten people injured through contact with electric wires at Alambagh of Jurain in the
capital, being soothed by his mother at Dhaka Medical College Hospital yesterday.

No BNP reforms
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Mannan Bhuiyan told The Daily Star
recently that there is no alternative
to reforms. "And those will be car-
ried out with Khaleda Zia very much
atthe helm," he observed.

"The chairperson had already
started some reforms but those are
now suspended due to the govern-
ment's ban on politics," he said,
adding that they will go about the job
after withdrawal of the ban.

Asked if the party will participate
in the Election Commission's dia-
logue on electoral reforms,
Brigadier (retired) Hannan Shah,
adviser to the BNP chairperson, told
The Daily Star, "The party cannot do
anything without the consent of its
head."

Major General (retired) ZA Khan,
another adviser to Khaleda Zia, told
The Daily Star, "The chairperson
has already announced that the
party would discipline those who
would be found guilty of corruption
and other crimes."

He said, "We won't accept any
reforms or change without approval
of Khaleda Zia."

Welcoming the government's
press note on Khaleda, he said it will
help the party go about introducing
necessary reforms.

Meanwhile, differences of opin-
ions among the leaders about the
party leadership are growing with
many of them preferring immediate
changes to refurbish the image of
the BNP andits leaders.

Others think the rank and file will
never accept any changes if they
are done without approval or
involvement of Khaleda Zia.

Most of the leaders however
reckon that it would be quite difficult
for her to take any action against
some of the leaders including her
elder son and senior joint secretary
general Tarique Rahman who stand
accused of graft and different other
crimes.

Dismissing the differences as
rumours, Mannan Bhuiyan said,
"There is no discontent or debate
over the leadership as the party
remains united under Khaleda Zia."

Many leaders believe that the
party should hold a council as soon
as possible to reorganise itself and
only Khaleda can ensure intra-party
democracy if she wants.

They said changes especially in
the standing committee and execu-
tive committee are the most impera-
tive for the party to perk up.

As per the BNP constitution, the
chairperson holds absolute power
over party affairs. S/he is empow-
ered to take any decision atany time
and it all speaks of a dictatorial
system. Most leaders want that
power to be curtailed but that is not
possible without holding a council.

Tk 270cr laundered
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he did notdeposit any money.

Gorki was earlier arrested and
subsequently released upon his
promise to cooperate in refunding the
money gained throughillmeans.

Alarger chunk of the retrieved Tk
270 crore consists of illegal money
involving one single deal--the sale of
17 large tea gardens and other
assets of the UK-based companytoa
group of eight leading local entrepre-
neurs for Tk 380 crore.

It is alleged that the actual price
was never disclosed and the pay-
ment was made through an unofficial
channelillegally.

Sources said following clues from
top graft suspects, the joint forces
interrogated many businessmen
accused of being involved with high
profile financial crimes.

Based on the primary findings, the
joint forces believe the government
can retrieve another Tk 3,000 crore,
which was illegally transferred
abroad, with a portion remaining
inside the country.

Many of the corruption suspects
have promised the government that
they would pay it in US dollars
through cheques to be deposited in
the central bank.

The BB received Tk 230 crore as
pay orders from the seven business-
men last week. It received another Tk
40 crore as pay orders yesterday,
central bank sources said.

A source, however, said, "This
recovery is almost nothing. But this
proves the level of corruption in

Bangladesh during the alliance
government'srule."

When the joint forces launched
the anti-corruption drive in February,
the USA and the UK offered the
government expertise help in investi-
gating international financial crime,
he added. But, for some unknown
reasons, the government has not yet
taken that help and meanwhile the
anti-corruption drive has dramatically
slowed down, he said.

"The recovery has been made
despite the government's weak-
nesses in investigating financial
crimes. Imagine what we could
achieve if we had the expertise," the
official said.

Maj Gen Masud Uddin
Chowdhury, chief of the National
Coordination Committee on combat-
ing corruption and crime, told the
press after a meeting at the Anti-
Corruption Commission on April 18,
"The taskforce members from the
army, navy and the air force do not
have that kind of experience in inves-
tigations. This has specially affected
the pace of the progress of investiga-
tions." He added that a move was
being made to develop the expertise
ofthe investigators.

The sale deal of foreign tea com-
pany, which has been producing tea
since the time of British rule in the
subcontinent, was secretly made in
January lastyear.

Manpower export
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of workers to it for entry into computer
network. But the Malaysian IT com-
pany that installed the computer
network between Baira and Malaysia
wantsit.

He went on, "Baira says there will
be mistakes if agents scan those and
submit to it. It (Baira) wants to do this
just for creating a technical hazard so
thatitcan extortworkers."

According to sources in Baira,
some of its employees were sacked
for irregularities like manipulating
serial numbers of workers taking bribe
and taking fingerprints of many work-
ers who did not have any demand
letters from Malaysian employers.
Workers can give their fingerprints
only when they have legitimate
demand letters from employers.

"Several members of the now
dissolved Baira executive committee
were actively involved in such illegal
practices to extort workers,"

amanpower agentalleged.

When contacted, Additional
Deputy Commissioner of Dhaka
Muhammad Magsudur Rahman, who

has been appointed administrator of
Baira, said the government has
already asked the Malaysian High
Commission in Dhaka to increase the
number of Dhaka-Kuala Lumpur
flights to carry the workers smoothly.

On the agents' submission of
scanned photographs, passports and
medical certificates, he said they have
already discussed the issue and
hopefully will allow the agents to do so.
"This will reduce the work load of Baira
tosome extent," he said.

Asked if Baira will allow change of
more than five percent of workers, the
administrator said allowing this might
create a situation in which workers will
be harassed orexploited.

"A recruiting agency brings a
worker to Baira office only when he
becomes eligible for flying to Malaysia
and pays to the agency. So, why
should we allow the agencies to go for
more changes of workers?"

He however said Baira will surely
allow change of workers if there are
logical grounds forit.

Chechen
rebels down
helicopter:
18 killed

AFP, Moscow

Up to 18 servicemen died yesterday
when a Russian military helicopter
was shot down in renewed violence in
Chechnya, Russian news agencies
quoted military officials as saying.

The Mi-8 helicopter was shot down
over the Caucasus mountains near
the southern town of Shatoi during a
battle with Chechen rebels, Interfax
and RIANovostinews agencies said in
their reports, quoting unnamed offi-
cials at the military's regional head-
quartersinthe North Caucasus.

"There was a special operation
early in the morning in which federal
forces clashed with a group of bandits.
Reinforcements were called for and
three defence ministry helicopters
arrived at the scene. One helicopter,
according to preliminary data, was
shot down while landing," RIA Novosti
quoted the headquarters source as
saying.

Top al-Qaeda
operative

taken into US
custody

AFP, Washington

A top al-Qaeda commander who led
operations in Afghanistan and plotted
the assassination of Pakistan's
President Pervez Musharraf has been
taken into US custody, a Pentagon
spokesman said Friday.

Abd al Hadi al-Iraqi, who was taken
to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba within the
past week, was intercepted as he was
trying to reach Iraq to manage al-
Qaeda operations and possibly plot
attacks against western targets out-
side Iraq, Pentagon spokesman Bryan
Whitman said.

Whitman said al-Iragi "was one of
al-Qaeda'’s highest ranking and senior
operatives at the time of his detention."

He was a key al-Qaeda com-
mander in the late 1990s and from
2002 to 2004 was in charge of cross
border attacks against coalition forces,
working directly with the Taliban, he
said.

"He also in recent years was
involved in plots to assassinate per-
ceived opponents of al-Qaeda to
include Pakistan President Musharraf
as well as other officials," he said.

Al-Iraqgi was held by the CIA before
being turned over to US military
authorities, said Whitman.

The Pentagon spokesman
declined to comment on when and
where al-lragi was captured or
whether US forces were directly
involved inthe capture.

"At the time of his capture he was
trying to return to his native country,
Iraq, to manage al-Qaeda's affairs and
possibly focus on operations outside
Iragiagainstwesterntargets,” he said.

"He was intercepted before he got
there," he said.

Whitman said al-Iraqi also met with
al-Qaeda members in Iran, but would
notsaywhen.

Two murdered
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autopsy of Rupa's body done.

Police said following a phone
call from an unknown person they
went to Babu's house at Islam
Nagar and recovered the body
around 10:00pm Thursday night
breaking open the door of her
bedroom. They found the body on
the bed.

Police arrested Rupa's father-
in-law Ezaj Miah after a murder
case was filed in this connection.
Babu has been absconding since
the incident.

In another incident, assailants
stabbed Delwar to death at
Bobarghat in Kamrangirchar
around 10:00pm Thursday night.

Police said Delwar came under
attack in front of his house as he
was returning home from
Moulvibazar. The assailants
stabbed him indiscriminately killing
him on the spot.

Police recovered the body and
sent it to Mitford Hospital morgue
for autopsy.

Democrats blast
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of South Carolina and all of America,"
GOP chairman Robert Duncan said in
a statement issued moments after the
debate ended.

While Iraq dominated the debate's
early moments, Edwards was asked
about having paid for a $400 haircut
from campaign donations rather than
fromhis ownwallet.

"That was a mistake, which we
remedied," he said. A wealthy former
trial lawyer, he recalled once having
gone to dinner at a restaurant as a
young child and having to leave
because his father could not afford the
prices.

"I've not forgotten where | came
from," he said.

Five of the eight Gravel, Biden,
Dodd, Kucinich and Richardson
raised their hands when moderator
Brian Wiliams of NBC News asked
whether they had ever had a gun in
theirhome.

Asked about a recent Supreme
Court ruling that upheld a ban on so-
called partial birth abortions, several of
the contenders replied they would not
impose a litmus test on their own
nominees to the high court.

At the same time, they stressed
their support for abortion rights, and
said their appointees to the bench
would reflect that. "Any of my appoint-
ments to the high court would neces-
sarily reflect my thinking," said
Kucinich, who did not mention that he
opposed abortion rights until switching
positions before he ran for the White
House in2004.

There were moments of levity, as
when Wiliams referred to Biden's
reputation for "verbosity" and asked
whether he had the discipline to be a
playeron the world stage.

"Yes," the Delaware lawmaker
replied with uncharacteristic brevity.

Perhaps because the campaign is
still in its early stages, there was little
cross-stage criticism.

Kucinich challenged Obama atone
point for once having said all options
were on the table with respect to Iran.
"You're setting the stage for another
war," the Ohio lawmaker said.

"I think it would be a profound
mistake for us to initiate a war with
Iran," Obama replied. "But have no
doubt, Iran possessing nuclear weap-
ons will be a major threat to us and to
theregion."

The debate was about 40 minutes
old when Clinton made the first men-

Myanmar
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groups in India's northeast.

The Ulfa, which wants an inde-
pendent homeland in Assam, is on
the run after the Indian army intensi-
fied operations against them in
January following a wave of killings
and bombings blamed on the group.

"The Ulfa militants have sneaked
into their bases in Myanmar. If
(Myanmar) launches an operation it
would be easier for us to deal with
militancy here," said another senior
Indian army source.

Besides the Ulfa and Naga
rebels, at least three other militant
groups from the insurgency ridden
northeast are believed to have
training camps across the border.

"There are about 20,000 guerril-
las in Myanmar belonging to various
groups of the northeast," Kughalo
Mulatonu, a Khaplang faction
leader, told AFP by telephone.

Last year, Myanmar targeted
Mulatonu's group, killing at least a
dozen rebels and overrunning many
bases.

More than 50,000 people have
lost their lives to insurgency in the
northeast since India's independ-
encein 1947.

tion of her husband, the former presi-
dent. Responding to a question about
the recent shooting spree at Virginia
Tech, she began by saying, "l remem-
ber very well when | accompanied Bill
to Columbine" the Colorado high
school that was the scene of another
shooting spree adecade ago.

On another issue, several of the
contenders talked of the need to
expand health care coverage, and
Obama sketched a few details of a
plan that critics have said is light on
specifics.

He said he would allow the unin-
sured to buy into a plan like federal
employees have, improve technology
to cut costs, and provide government-
funded catastrophicinsurance.

Not surprisingly, Bush's Iraq war
policy found no supporters on the
debate stage.

"I am proud that | opposed this war
from the start," said Obama a jab at
those on the stage who voted to
authorise the invasion.

"The president has a fundamen-
tally flawed policy," said Biden. "The
president should start off by not veto-
ing the legislation he says he will veto."

Dodd said Bush was pursuing a
"failed policy."

Kucinich jabbed at the senators on
stage, saying it made no sense to
oppose the war and then turn around
and vote for more money as they did.
The Ohio lawmaker voted against the
legislation that cleared Congress
earlierinthe day.

Tiger attack
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carried out a second air raid on the
Palaly military complex in the
island's north on Tuesday.

A total of nine security personnel
were killed and 30 wounded in the
two air attacks by the Tigers, who
are believed to have a small fleet of
Czech-made Zlin Z-143 single-
engined light aircraft.

The planes are believed to have
been smuggled in pieces into the
north of the island by boat, and can
be flown from tiny makeshift air-
strips in the jungle. The defence
ministry has said that the Tigers
possessed atleast five light planes.

The LTTE attacks have also
caused havoc for international
passenger flights.

Overnight, two incoming Sri
Lankan Airlines flights were diverted
to the nearby south Indian state of
Tamil Nadu, before continuing their
journey later Friday morning, airport
officials said.

A Singapore Airlines aircraft,
which was at the airport at the time
the runway was shut down, was also
delayed.

The attack alert came the day
after Hong Kong carrier Cathay
Pacific resumed flights to Colombo,
which had been suspended after
last month's attack.

Immediately after last month's
attack, Emirates airline of Dubai
also stopped night flights to
Colombo.

To make matters worse for Sri
Lankan authorities, a helicopter
gunship scrambled to detect the
suspect plane ran into technical
difficulties and crash-landed just
outside Anuradhapura air base in
the government-held north, military
sources said. No one was seriously
injured.

Meanwhile, the Sri Lankan navy
and the Tiger rebels exchanged fire
Friday in the northeast of the island,
leaving at least three sailors dead,
military sources said.

"The sailors were on a routine
patrol at Kutchchaveli in
Trincomalee district when they were
ambushed by Tigers," a military
source said. There was no immedi-
ate word from the rebels about the
incident.

Hawking's zero gravity
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flight will be a prelude to 22009 voyage
intospace.

"I have long wanted to go into
space," said Hawking, who is almost
entirely paralysed. "Azero gravity flight
is the first step to space travel," he said
atanews conference near the runway.
"l hope many people will follow in my
path."

Four doctors and two nurses were
with Hawking on the flight aboard G-
Force One, also known as the vomit
comet.

Zero Gravity Corporation, a private
company, usually charges 3,500
dollars for the flight, but the famed
Cambridge professor got a free ride,
with another eight seats auctioned off
for charity.

Specially trained pilots took the
plane up to 10,000 meters (33,000
feet) before plunging to 2,500 meters
(8,000 feet) to give the passengers
about 30 seconds of gravity-free flying.

The aircraft repeated the
manoeuvre eight times, giving
Hawking a total of four minutes of
diminished gravity.

"Professor Hawking reached for
the sky and he touched the heaven
today," said Peter Diamandis who
heads the flight company.,

Hawking was seated as the plane
went up. Once the aircraft topped over
to zero gravity, two people lifted him
and guided him up into mid-air, where
he floated freely.

"I have been in a wheelchair for
almost four decades, the chance to
float free in zero gravity will be wonder-
ful," he said before boarding the flight
at the runway usually used for space
shuttle landings.

On Wednesday, the plane's crew
and Hawking's assistants ran a test
flight, using a 14-year-old boy to stand
inforthe British professor.

The flights aboard Zero-G One are
similar to those the US National
Aeronautics and Space
Administration (Nasa) has conducted
for 40 yearstotrain astronauts.

Zero G says the weightlessness
experienced inside the plane is similar
toafreefallin sky diving.

On his 65th birthday in January,
Hawking said he wanted to fly into
space in 2009 aboard the Virgin
Galactic spacecraft being developed
by British entrepreneur Richard
Branson for commercial suborbital
flights.

He says he wants to encourage
public interest in space flight, which he
believes is critical to the future of
humanity.

"l think the human race has no
future if it doesn't go into space," said
Hawking.

"I believe life on Earth is at an ever-
increasing risk of being wiped out by a
disaster such as sudden global warm-
ing, nuclear war, a genetically engi-
neered virus or other dangers," he
said.

Hawking, who is Lucasian
Professor of Mathematics at
Cambridge University -- a post once
held by Sir Isaac Newton -- suffers
from amyotrophic lateral sclerosis,
alsoknown as Lou Gehrig's Disease.

He was diagnosed with the mus-
cle-wasting motor neuron disease at
the age of 22. He is in a wheelchairand
speaks with the aid of a computer and
voice synthesizer.

His work has centred on theoretical
cosmology and quantum gravity,
looking at the nature of such subjects
as space-time, the "Big Bang" theory
andblack holes.

EC taking
steps
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through a government gazette
notification since there is no parlia-
ment now and the process needs an
amendment to the constitution.

Sakhawat hoped that the next
elected government will approve the
process.

"The independence of the EC is
guaranteed in the constitution but
the EC Secretariat, which works for
the EC, is notindependent," he said.

"We will consult with lawyers in
this regard and prepare a proposal
and then submit it to the caretaker
government soon," Sakhawat said.
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