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EU leaders agree
on reform treaty

AFP, Brussels

European Union (EU) leaders
headed home from the Brussels
summit yesterday after reaching a
deal on a new treaty, facing calls for
referendums in some states and
reaction ranging from fury to satisfac-
tion.

EU Commission President Jose
Manuel Barroso told a German
newspaper that the deal had made it
possible "toavoid a crisis."

"Uncertainty about our future
treaty cast the show of doubt about
our ability to act. These doubts have
been removed," he told Bild am
Sonntag.

Polish Prime Minister Jaroslaw
Kaczynski, whose country had
blocked an agreement until the final
stages, claimed victory.

"Poland really won. | have no
doubt that during the night the posi-
tion of Poland inside the EU was
considerably strengthened," he told
reportersin Warsaw.

But the country's far-right Deputy
Prime Minister Roman Giertych
lambasted German Chancellor
Angela Merkel for threatening to
exclude Poland from a EU summit
agreement.

"It is a situation in which someone
tells someone else 'Haende hoch'
politically speaking" Giertych told the
Polish news agency PAP, using the
German for"hands up”.

British prime-minister-in waiting
Gordon Brown praised the incumbent
Tony Blair for his role atthe summit.

Brown was reported to have
contacted Blair several times to object
to French attempts to water down a
commitmenttofree trade.

Interviewed by the BBC, he
praised Blair's "skills" in securing a
deal that protected Britain's national
interest in key areas such as the
Charterof Rights.

"On that basis, like every other
treaty that has been negotiated --
Nice, Amsterdam, Maastricht -- while
many other people will call for a
referendum, it seems to me that we
have met our negotiating position,"
Brown said.

"Thanks to the negotiating skill of
Tony (the four red lines) have been

achieved and | think people when
they look at the small print will see that
we did what we set out to do, and that
was to make sure that in these areas
we were properly protected as a
country to make our own decisions
whenwewanttodoso."

Political parties in Sweden and
Denmark, including the far-right
Danish People's Party which is part of
the governing coalition, called for
referendums. In Sweden the demand
came from the Greens and former
communists.

The major Dutch opposition
parties said the Netherlands had not
protectedits owninterests.

Although Dutch Christian
Democrat Prime Minister Jan-Peter
Balkenende told journalists in
Brussels the Netherlands had got
most of its demands met, the opposi-
tion remained critical.

The euro-sceptical far left Socialist
Party (SP), the biggest Dutch opposi-
tion bloc with 25 of the 150 seats in
parliament, insisted Yesterday that
the treaty be putto areferendum.

"I understand that the reference to
striving for free and undistorted
competition in the EU will be taken
out. That would be bad for the Dutch
prosperity," Han ten Broeke of the
VVD told ANP.

The far-right anti-immigrant and
euro-sceptical Freedom Party of
Geert Wilders called the deal "a
shamefully bad result."

In Portugal which takes over the
six-monthly presidency of the EU on
July 1 opposition parties on the right
and left also demanded a referen-
dum.

Leaders of the Czech Republic's
main government party, the right-
wing Civic Democrats, praised their
leader's success in "turning around
moves towards the creation of a
European super state and towards
European federalism" atthe summit.

The Civic Democrats' executive
council welcomed summit decisions
to dump the idea of a European
constitution, maintain the current
voting system and allow national
parliaments greater powers to super-
vise EU legislation as a "break-
through" in a statement following its
meeting yesterday.

Hasina, dissidents
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leader present at the meeting quoted
heras saying.

On the memorandum of under-
standing with Khelafat Majlish, she
tried to defend herself by saying the
deal no longer exists. But, most of the
leaders, who are against her mode of
presidency, were not satisfied with her
explanations, and expressed their
SOITOW.

Amir Hossain Amu, who is leading
the recent move for 'reform'’, at a post
meeting press conference categori-
cally said he differed with the views of
Hasina on issues like deal with
Khelafat Majlish and her taking atough
stance against the caretaker govern-
ment.

HASINAFORREFORMS

Hasina asked her party leaders to
place intra-party reform proposals
before the central working committee
and council of the party for final
approval, and notto her.

"Ifthe proposals are placed to me, it
would mean recognising absolute
power of the party president," she said.

Claiming that she is a strong advo-
cate for reforms in the party, she said
necessary reforms would be made
through discussion.

Hasina was talking to reporters
after placing wreath at the portrait of
Father of the Nation Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in front of
Bangabandhu Memorial Museum at
Dhanmondi in the early morning to
mark the 58th founding anniversary of
theAL.

Syeda Sajeda Chowdhury, Amir
Hossain Amu, Abdur Razzak, Tofail
Ahmed, Suranjit Sengupta, Motia
Chowdhury and Mukul Bose, among
others, were presenton the occasion.

Later, she held a meeting with the
party colleagues for one and a half
hours.

Criticising the comments by an
influential party presidium member on
the agreement between AL and
Khelafat Majlish (which was cancelled
later), Hasina said, "The situation in
Bangladesh could not be understood
from Singapore" (the leader is back
from Singapore afew days ago).

Defending herself Hasina said,
"Khelafat Majlish came to us promis-
ing a secular policy. And the deal no
longer exists."

In reply to questions, she said, "Itis
only AL which takes decisions on any
issue after discussions by the party
working committee."

About the party's source of funds,
she said, "Awami League does not
need to demand money from anybody.
Its well-wishers donate funds volun-
tarily, and that is the strength of the
party."

The former prime minister said,
"Only AL will be able to bring economic
freedom of the people, to control price
hike to end their sufferings...and lead
this country toits desired destination."

Alleging that a certain quarter is
plotting against the party but it is ready
to face any such obstacles. "AL is a
people's party and it cannot be
destroyed," she asserted.

Hasina urged her party workers not
to get disappointed, saying, "The sun
lurking behind the cloud."

Asked about the remarks by a party
presidium member on her proposal for
age limit of politicians, the AL chief
said, "l have given my opinion. It will be
discussed ... we have to see if it is
accepted ... if not, we will finalise
decision after discussion with all."

She mentioned that earlier she
wanted elections by June but many of
the party leaders disagreed with that.
So, she didn't proceed further.

She alleged that attempts are
being made to brand AL leaders as
thieves like BNP leaders who stole
crores of taka and amassed wealth
through corruption in the last five years
oftheirrule. “Time has come to evalu-

ate everything ... what the people got
during eight and half years of Awami
League rule since 1971 and during the
remaining period," she said.

Replying to a query, Hasina said
Khelafat Majlish had entered into an
agreement to join the AL-led grand
alliance by accepting secularism. “But
we scrapped the agreement later
through discussion as people didn't
take it positively.”

The AL chief along with her party
leaders offered munajat after placing
wreaths at the portrait of
Bangabandhu. They also observed
one minutes silence.
POLICEINTERVENTION
After talking to reporters, Hasina
proceeded to enter the museum but
police prevented them from following
her.

Police allowed them to enter the
museum only after Hasina vowed not
toenteritwithout her party colleagues.

At one stage, she told Amu, "You
are known as supporter of reforms ...
why police bars you?"

Asked about this later, a smiling
Amu said, "If our leader (Hasina)
would not have intervened, we would
not be allowed to enter the museum.
So, you talk with her."

BRIEFING BY AMU

At a crowded briefing at his Eskaton
residence later, Amu said there is no
dispute or controversy within AL on the
reformsissue.

"We have no contradiction with the
party president regarding reforms in
the party," said Amu, known tolead a
group of influential presidium mem-
bers who are preparing reform pro-
posals.

They did not say anything in their
proposals for removal of Shiekh
Hasina from the post of party chief, he
added.

Amu however took a swipe at
Hasina for the agreement with
Khelafat Majlish and some of her
speeches against the caretaker
governmentwhen she was abroad.

He also criticised her remark that
the political situation in Bangladesh
cannot be understood from
Singapore. "l wonder if one can under-
stand politics back home while staying
in America and UK (where Hasina
made various remarks onit).

About discussions with the party
chief yesterday, Amu said, "What | am
talking about for the last two days, |
again discussed those matters with
her...We discussed joint leadership of
the party and how to run it in a more
democraticway."

Amu informed reporters that he
differed with the views of his party chief
regarding agreement with Khelafat
Majlish and some of her speech
against the present caretaker govern-
mentwhile she was abroad.

"We did not accept her (Hasina)
explanation about agreement with
Khelafat Majlish and some of her
speech against the present caretaker
government." Amu said.

He claimed that leaders from home
and abroad congratulated him on his
recentcomments on reforms.

On election, he said it should be
held after reforms are brought in the
party.
About the 'minus-two' formula,
Amusaid, he is notaware of this.

AL leaders Prof Abu Sayeed,
Mahmudur Rahman Manna, and KM
Jahangir have been tasked to work on
reforms, he addded.

Blair meets
Pope

AFP, vatican City

Britain's Prime Minister Tony Blair met
Pope Benedict XVI in a private audi-
ence at the Vatican yesterday, height-
ening speculation that the outgoing
premier may convertto Catholicism.

A Vatican statement said after-
wards that they had discussed "par-
ticularly delicate subjects”, including
the Middle East, the future of the
European Union and recent unspeci-
fied legislation passed in Britain.

Itmade no mention of any possibil-
ity of Blair changing his faith.

The meeting with the pontiff came
four days before Blair leaves office
after 10 years in power.

Blair was accompanied by his wife
Cherie, whois a Catholic and greeted
the pope following the private 25-
minute talk with her husband.

Blair and the pope were also
joined after their discussions by
Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O'Connor,
the archbishop of Westminster and
head of the Catholic Church in
England and Wales, further fuelling
the media speculation about Blair's
conversion.

Blair's choice of gift for Benedict
also raised eyebrows - a portrait of
John Henry Cardinal Newman, a 19th
century Anglican prelate who con-
verted to Catholicism. After his visit to
the Vatican, Blair had lunch at the
British Catholic College in Rome, the
first British government leader to do
SO.

Blair, an Anglican in a country that
has never had a Catholic premier, has
triggered intense interest about his
personal and professional plans for
the future after he hands over the
reins of power to finance minister
Gordon Brown on Wednesday.

The Times reported yesterday that
Blair said the question of his becom-
ing a Catholic had not been entirely
"resolved".

"l don't want to talk about it. It's
difficult with some of these things," he
told the London newspaper.

"Things aren't always as resolved
astheymightbe."

Unnamed sources in London and
Rome dismissed the rumours Blair
would use the Vatican trip to convert,
saying he wanted to speak to the
pope about spreading harmony
between Christianity, Islam and
Judaism, The Times reported. It was
his third visit to the Vatican, and his
second with the current pope.

A spokesman for Blair said last
week he would discuss "as he has in
the past" not only interfaith questions
but also world issues such as peace
inthe Middle East.

Before going into their private talks
Saturday, Blair and Pope Benedict
greeted each other and talked about
the European Union summit, which
Blair had attended before coming to
the Vatican.

"l heard it was a success," the
pope said to Blair, who confirmed that
the talks on an outline for a new EU
treaty had ended inaccord.

The reference in the Vatican
statement to British legislation was
thought to refer to a law obliging
adoption agencies to accept applica-
tions from homosexual couples,
which upset the Catholic Church.

Talk of conversion during his
decade in power has dogged Blair,
who reportedly regularly attends
Catholic mass with his family at
Chequers, the country retreat of
British prime ministers north-west of
London.

Despite much speculation about
his religious beliefs, Blair has rarely
commented on the issue, with his
press spokesman Alistair Campbell
once telling reporters: "We don't do
God."

The Daily Telegraph, quoting
Church sources and friends of the
prime minister, said Friday Blair may
announce his conversion soon after
meeting the pope, while also noting
that his views on abortion, stem cell
research and other moral issues are
at odds with traditional Catholic
teachings.

The Vatican also opposed the
2003 USHled invasion of Iraq in which
London was Washington's main ally.

The newspaper suggested that
Blair may have been reluctant to
convert during his tenure in office for
fear of a potential conflict with his role
in appointing Anglican bishops.

He may have also been wary of
doing so while playing a key mediat-
ing role in the Northern Ireland peace
process between the province's
Catholic and Protestant communi-
ties.

In his last months in office, Blair
has steadfastly defended Britain's
role in Iraq against mounting public
opposition while listing efforts to
resolve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
asatop priority.

2 die in
US-run
Iraq jail

AFP, Baghdad

Two detainees held at US-run prisons
in Iraq were reported dead yesterday
by the US military, including one who
was wounded in a mortar attack on his
jail earlier this month.

Adetainee died on Friday at Camp
Bucca in southern Iraq from cardiac
arrest, the military said, after being
wounded in a June 9 mortar attack on
the prison.

Seven more detainees were killed
in that attack and another 68
wounded.

Of the some 19,000 Iragis held in
US-run facilities, 13,000 are held in
Camp Bucca near the southern port
city of Basra.

Another detainee also died of
cardiac arrest on Thursday during a
routine medical transfer from Camp
Cropper, on the outskirts of Baghdad,
to Camp Bucca.

Most of the detainees in US and
Iraqi prisons are held without formal
charges.

3 DCC commissioners
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A high official of the department said
observing Diba Enterprise's violation
of the DCC rules, the department
recommended cancelling its con-
tract. "But while there was no action
from the DCC authorities, ward
commissioners Kayum and Latif
threatened the department officials
for making such recommendation,"
the official said requesting anonym-
ity.

Sources also said Khoka
extended the leasing period of Diba
Enterprise up to September 2007 on
the basis of recommendation from
Kayum.

The DCC last year asked Diba
Enterprise to build 150 shops--each
measuring 24 square feet (sqft)--to
rehabilitate hawkers. The shops
were built under the supervision of
the three ward commissioners
violating the DCC specification--
some shops measuring 35sqft, some
40sqftand some even 126sqft.

The DCC mayor approved the
shops in three phases--on August 20
and September 19 last year and on
April 4 this year--following recom-
mendations from Kayum.

A high official of the DCC's Traffic
Engineering Department said
according to rules the design has to
be submitted before constructing any
structure but Diba Enterprise did not
botherto follow that rule.

"We are supposed to blacklist any
firm for such practice but we could not
do anything in this case," he said.

The shops were built at a cost of
Tk 12 lakh and were sold for Tk 75
lakh.

Sources said owners of at least
100 illegal shops used to give money
to the three ward commissioners and
the amount would be Tk 70,000 a
month.

Diba Enterprise owner Abul
Bashar did not dare to file even a
general diary (GD). He said, "My life
was under threat at that time. They
[the three ward commissioners] used
to threaten me quite often over
telephone. They also demanded Tk 2
lakh from my representative whom |
gave the charge of the terminal on
February 16,2007."

Habibur Rahman, who is now in
charge of the terminal on behalf of
Diba Enterprise, said he had to pay
the due electric bills of Tk 12 lakh and

now has to pay daily taxes of Tk 47
thousand to the DCC.

"When | first stepped into the
terminal, | had to pay Tk 2 lakh to the
extortionists. The men of the three
ward commissioners later demanded
Tk 3 lakh more and | informed the
Rab of this," he said.

The Rapid Action Battalion (Rab)
arrested Motiur Rahman Babul and
Kayum's nephew Kamrul Huda from
the spot on May 30 this year when
they came to take the money.

Boy dies
FROM PAGE 16
handing over the ten persons to police.

The duty officer of Kafrul PS said
conditions of two of the ten were grave,
so they sent the two to DMCH. Jamal
diedat1:30am.

The other injured is Kajal, 19, who
was picked up by the army men on
Friday from a pick-up van in Mirpur-14
when he was sleeping. DMCH
sources said Kajal was admitted
unconscious and did not regain sense
as of 8:30pm yesterday.

The others having minor injuries
were sentto court.

Jamal's uncle Ali Azam quoted the
night guards near the tea stall as
saying that some army persons picked
Jamalfrom the shop at4:00am without
showing any cause and took him to
some place near Garrison area in the
cantonment. Ali Azam had left the tea
stallforhome at 11:30pm on Thursday.

As the family members searched
for the boy at the army check post at
Garrison at 9:00am on Friday, the
military asked them to come at
5:00pm.

"His [Jamal's] little chest bore signs
of a lot of kicks," said Azam. "How
could he be involved in the theft since
he does not even know where
Kachukhetis?"he added.

Ali Azam demanded fair investiga-
tion into the incident and punishment
tothe personsresponsible.

When Inter-Services Public
Relations office was contacted, its
Director Lt Col Kazi Md Kabirul Islam
expressed their ignorance of the
incident.

Hill cutting
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found that labourers were cutting
hills for building the Tk 10 lakh road.

Alabourer, who was busy cutting
a hill, said they were cutting the hill
to build a road, the contract of which
had been awarded to a construction
contractor Animesh Chakma
Nandith. Nandith was picked as the
contractor by Mizan, he said.

Helal, a former municipality BNP
president, said he was expelled
from the party because he had
protested Wadud Bhuiyan's unilat-
eral decision to cutdown the hills.

Different political leaders, groups
of influential people, and unscrupu-
lous businessmen are involved in
the illegal hill cutting, said Pradip
Chowdhury, district coordinator of
the Centre for Sustainable
Development.

The syndicate employs a num-
ber of day labourers for hill cutting in
different areas of the district while
they also use hill cutting equipment
of the Khagrachhari Municipality,
Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT)
Development Board, and Local
Government Engineering
Department (LGED) in exchange for
bribes, Pradip alleged.

The hill razing syndicate supply
soil from the hills to construction
companies who fill up canals and
low lands with the soil for building
houses and markets in different
areas of the district, sources said.

While contacted over the phone,
a district BNP leader acknowledged
the incidents and said they decided
to establish the BNP village to help
economically disadvantaged local
BNP leaders and activists, and it
has nothing to do with flexing mus-
cle.

A first class magistrate of the
Khagrachhari district administra-
tion, Ahmed Kabir, also acknowl-

edged the fact that hill cutting is
going on, and told The Daily Star
that they already visited the area of
Sabujbagh and filed a case in con-
nection with the hill cutting accusing
Mizan as the prime culprit.

Assistant Superintendent of
Police (ASP) Tareq Ahmed said,
"Our position is very clear, for saving
the environment we take necessary
actions against hill cutters."

Cutting of hills is a common sight
even beyond Sabujbagh, in the
areas of Shalban, Comilla Tila,
Khagrapur, T&T Building, New
Police Line, Panch Mile, DC Hills,
Jail Hills, Roads and Highway Rest
House Hills, Boalkhali, Tetultala,
and No 1 Kadamtali. Besides, hill
cutting is also going on in full swing
in all the eight upazilas of the district.

Local environmental activists
filed several general diaries with
police stations in connection with
illegal hill cutting, but the administra-
tion has yet to take any effective
step to protect the hills.

"We have already filed four more
cases and arrested two men for hill
cutting," said first class magistrate
Arun Kumar Mondol adding, "We
have started a mobile court also to
stop hill cutting."

Monindra Lal Tripura, chairman
of Khagrachhari Hill District Council
said the council approved the pro-
ject of building a new road consider-
ing the communication problem the
local residents face, but Wadud had
no influence on their decision.

Sarwar Jamal
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under the former lawmaker's
Chittagong-12 constituency) may
be extracted from these syndicate
members, if they could be arrested,
observed a police officer.

Bhuiyan Mahbub Hasan, now
the OC of Fatullah Police Station in
Narayanganj, along with a few other
police officers was a victim of
Sarwar's wrath. He served as the
OC at Anwara Police Station for six
months only, from September 9,
2005 to March 13, 2006.

Sources in Anwara Police
Station said OC Mahbub was sum-
moned in front of Sarwar and was
threatened at least 50 times in that
small period of time for not carrying
outhis orders.

They alleged that the then law-
maker had the OC transferred after
the OC failed to impose section 144
on the Chittagong Urea Fertiliser
Company Ltd (CUFL) premises to
stop a scheduled rally of Awami
League.

“He [Sarwar] mounted pressure
on me to impose section 144 but |
refused to do it finding no justifica-
tion to do so," Mahbub told The Daily
Star yesterday over telephone when
asked about the incident.

"Hundreds of people had already
gathered for the rally at CUFL when

the lawmaker without any good
reason ordered me to impose
section 144," he said, adding, "The
situation would have gone beyond
control had | carried out his orders."

Sources in the Upazila Nirbahi
Officer's Office of Anwara upazila
alleged that Akhter Nabi, a local
BNP leader loyal to Sarwar, used to
supervise all behind the scene acts
on behalf of Sarwar, especially the
transfers and appointments of
police personnel and other govern-
ment officials there.

"Through protecting Sarwar's
interest, Nabi became a very rich
man from nothing," the sources
added.

Sources in Anwara Police
Station said two other key close
accomplices of the former lawmaker
are Mozammel, a Jubo Dal leader of
Haildhar union, and Ansar
Chairman of Barumchhara Union.
These two reportedly controlled the
fertiliser smuggling on behalf of the
former lawmaker.

Nabi, Ansar chairman and
Mozammel have allegedly gone into
hiding since January when care-
taker government came to power.

8 more US troops
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the military said.

The latest fatalities took the
military's losses in Iraq to 3,545 since
the March 2003 invasion, according
to an AFP count based on Pentagon
figures.

Earlier a group of armed men
stormed a minibus and shot dead six
men after dragging them out of the
vehicle near the Iraqi Shia holy city of
Karbala yesterday, a local official and
amedicsaid.

The bus was ambushed in the
town of Al-Shikat, west of Karbala,
the official said on condition of ano-
nymity, adding that a woman passen-
ger in the bus was released before
the men were gunned down.

"The men were dragged out of the
bus, while the woman travelling with
them was allowed to go. The six men
were later shot dead," said the offi-
cial, a member of the municipal
council of the nearby town of Al-
Thamur.

He said that one of the victims was
fellow council member Karim Abdul
Ridha.

A medic in the Karbala general
hospital confirmed the attack.

In the northern town of Samarra,
armed men attacked a police station
and killed two policemen, injured
another two policeman and five
civilians, a local police officer and a
medic said.

One gunman, allegedly an Arab
foreign fighter, was killed in the
clashes.

In southeastern Baghdad a
civilian was killed and five others
wounded in a roadside bomb blast, a
medic said.

And former member of executed
dictator Saddam Hussein's Baath
party was shot dead in the southern
city of Amarra, according to police.

80 Taliban
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in the adjoining province of Uruzgan
when a battle erupted after troops
were shot at with multiple rockets.

The coalition also announced it
had detained 20 militants early
Saturday in an operation against al-
Qaeda militants in Ghazni province.

At one compound fighters had
fired rocket-propelled grenades and
machine guns at the soldiers, who
returned fire and killed the assailants,
astatement said.

The Taliban's insurgency has
steadily intensified since it was
launched, despite the efforts of
thousands of foreign troops helping
the Afghan security forces.

The interior ministry announced
that Afghan and foreign security
forces had killed more than 1,500
insurgents in about 80 operations
across Afghanistan since March.

About 530 more, including 23
would-be suicide bombers, were
captured, it said in a statement.

But insurgent attacks have also
increased, with regular suicide and
roadside bombings claimed by the
militants that have killed scores of
civilians.

In a new incident, a district gover-
nor said six Afghan civilians driving
trucks supplying goods to foreign
military bases were killed Friday by
Taliban in the southern province of
Helmand.

Insurgency-linked violence killed
more than 4,400 Afghans last year,
the bulk of them rebels but including
about 1,000 civilians, according to
Human Rights Watch.

$100m WB loan
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government's new Non-
Government Teachers' Registration
and Certification Authority, to
remove favouritism and eliminate
unqualified teachers from the sys-
tem.

Evicted hawkers
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a shop on the footpath at Gulistan
and earn Tk 6,000 a month.

But over the last five months, his
monthly earnings have plummeted
to Tk 1,000 when his house rent is
Tk 1,300. His wife teaches Arabic to
children at the shanties and earns
about Tk 1,000. They have two
boys, one going to school. But as
Solaiman could not afford anymore,
his son had to drop out.

Solaiman has to pay Tk 10 for
carrying goods from his house in
Keraniganj to Gulistan while one kg
rice costs him atleast Tk 23.

“The amount | earn is not enough
even to buy the rice my family
needs,” said Solaiman adding that
the nature of the job itself requires
them to be on the wayside.

“With my current income, | can-
not even buy enough food for my
little daughter,” said Sayeed whose
income dropped to Tk 2,000 per
month from Tk 9,000. He had a
makeshift shop at Gulistan before
eviction.

Oftentimes, the hawkers have to
count Tk 10 to Tk 100 in bribe for
police and linesmen. Their suffer-
ings reach peak when it rains as
they cannot go out.

After dislodging hawkers from
footpaths across the capital on
January 17, the caretaker adminis-
tration set several sites as holiday
markets. Those include Dilkusha,
Gulistan, Matsya Bhaban, Manik
Mia Avenue, Motijheel Ideal,
Panthapath, New Market, Adabar
and Palashiintersections.

A large number of the city hawk-
ers cannot run business in the
holiday markets due to space con-
straints. Those based in one area do
not want to go to a market in another
area as it requires higher transpor-
tation cost.

Bush vows permanent
ban on future illegal

immigrants

AFP, Washington

President George W. Bush promised
yesterday to permanently bar future
illegal immigrants from the United
States as he renewed his push for
immigration reform, a centerpiece of
his domesticagenda.

A revised reform package was
reintroduced in the Senate this past
week after its predecessor failed on
June 7 to garner enough votes to cut
offdebate and move for final passage.

The collapse of the first proposal
has prompted a personal intervention
by the president, who went to Capitol
Hill to plead for giving the bill a second
chance.

But while he has succeeded in
putting the proposal back on the
Senate agenda, the legislation is
facing strong opposition from both
Republicans and Democrats, who
argue that granting legal status to an
estimated 12 million illegal immigrants
will only encourage more people to
sneak across the poorly guarded
border.

In his weekly radio address, Bush
sought to address these concerns,
revealing for the first time that under
the revised proposal, people crossing
a US border illegally will not only be
deported, but never allowed to enter
the United States again.

"Under this bill, those caught
crossing illegally will be permanently
barred from returning to the United
States on a work or tourist visa," the
president stated.

He went on to assure Americans
the new bill puts border enforcement
first.

The measure contains 4.4 billion
dollars to help the US Border Patrol
hire more agents, build additional
fencing, purchase infrared cameras
and other technologies that help
interceptillegal aliens.

"Only after these enforcement
tools are in place will certain other
parts of the bill go into effect," Bush
said.

These "other parts" include a guest
worker program that illegal immigrants
currently in the United States would be
able to join by applying for arenewable
"Z"visaand paying fines.

Program participants will be
allowed to eventually seek permanent
residency and citizenship, although
only after returning to their countries of
origin.

Bush said that only those passing a
background check, holding jobs,
maintaining a clean criminal record
and capable of mastering English will
qualify fora"Z" visa.

But he insisted that lawmakers
must take action now, before the
situation at the southern border gets
outof control.

"We have an obligation to solve
problems that have been piling up for
decades,” said the president. "The
status quois unacceptable.”

The revamped grand bargain,
however, is generating as much
criticismasits defunctone.

The American Immigration
Lawyers Association, which theoreti-
cally stands to benefit from legalization
of 12 million people, called the bill
"unworkable in its current form" and
promised to "vigorously" lobby against
it.

The group's primary concern is the
bill's new emphasis on education and
professional skills rather than family
ties as a basis for granting immigrants
residency status.

Conservative Republicans insist
that many of the arguments currently
used by Bush were already used by
president Ronald Reagan in 1986,
when he pushed through Congress

his own immigration reform.

Reagan argued, critics recall, that
his proposal would solve the problem
by humanely addressing the fate of
some 2.7 million illegal immigrants
believed to be living in the country at
the time. Instead, the number of
undocumented aliens has more than
quadrupled.

Edwin Meese, who served as
attorney generalin the Reagan admin-
istration, wrote in a recent article that if
Reagan were alive today, "he would
notrepeat the mistakes of the past.”

Debate on the new immigration
measure is scheduled to begin next
week.

Some solace
for Nasa
this year

AFP, Cape Canaveral, Florida

The successful shuttle Atlantis mission
has finally given Nasa something to
celebrate this year after being rocked
by an astronaut's arrestand a shooting
atits Houston campus.

The US space agency put the
focus back on its space exploration
mission as Atlantis safely landed
Friday with seven astronauts aboard,
completing a successful flight during
which they expanded the International
Space Station.

The first shuttle mission of the year
-- during which astronauts installed
new solar panels on the ISS - kept
Nasa on track to meet its goal of
finishing construction of the orbiting
laboratory by 2010.

But 2007 started tumultuously for
Nasa with the arrest in February of
astronaut Lisa Nowak, who police said
wore a diaper to avoid bathroom
breaks as she drove from Texas to
Florida to confrontaloverival.

Nowak has pleaded not guilty to
attempted kidnapping charges follow-
ing her bizarre cross-country odyssey,
which earned embarrassing headlines
in the US media such as
"Astronaughty," "Space Oddity," "Lust
in Space" and "Astronut."

Nowak's service aboard a shuttle
Discovery mission in 2006 didn't save
herfrom being fired in March.

Then in April, a Nasa contractor
managed to sneak a revolver past
security at the Johnson Space Center
in Houston, Texas, and barricaded
himself inside a building at the sprawl-
ing campus, police said.

Bill Phillips, who had worked for
Nasa for 12 years, duct-taped a
female co-worker to a chair and fatally
shot a male colleague in the chest
before turning the gun on himself,
officials said.

The National Aeronautics and
Space Administration also faced
political turmoil after NASA chief
Michael Griffin questioned the need to
tackle global warming.

Griffin, criticized in Congress for
cutting programs aimed at monitoring
climate change, said in a US radio
interview on May 31 he was not sure
that global warming "is a problem we
mustwrestle with."

His comments even stunned
Nasa's own top climate change expert,
James Hansen. "It was a shocking
statement because of the level of
ignorance it indicated with regard to
the current situation," Hansen said.

The Atlantis mission, meanwhile,
had originally been scheduled to
launch in March butwas delayed three
months. The reason: the shuttle's
external fuel tank was damaged
during a freak hail storm as it stood on
its Florida launch pad.

L ebanon unrest
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The dead include 79 soldiers --
more than twice the number of
Lebanese troops killed during last
summer's 34-day Israeli onslaught
against the Shiite Hezbollah move-
ment.

Fatah al-Islam casualties are
unknown, but at least 51 militants
are believed to have been killed.

In a statement sent to AFP yes-
terday the army warned against
"elements of the terrorist network."

"They must not be permitted
refuge among the civilians in the
camp, allowing them to continue
their aggression against our sol-
diers," it said, adding that it would
"respond energetically to sources of
fire."

The military urged "the camp's
population to take a courageous
stand so it does not fall victim to
these criminals who have only one
choice -- to surrender and be
brought to justice."

The latest clashes came a day
after an Arab League delegation
admitted failure in its latest bid to
reconcile Lebanon's deeply divided
Western-backed and pro-Syrian
political camps.

Artillery pounded the Islamists as
the army sought to end a siege that
has lasted nearly five weeks.
Extremists entrenched inside the
warren-like camp responded with
automatic fire, an AFP correspon-
dent said.

The brutal standoff continued
despite Defence Minister Elias Murr
saying on Thursday that the
onslaught against Sunni Muslim
fighters of the Al-Qaeda-inspired
Fatah al-Islam group "has ended."

Fires burned inside Nahr al-
Bared and a pall of smoke hung over
the southern part of the camp's
single-storey buildings and narrow

streets into which the remaining
militants have withdrawn.

Their original stronghold in the
"new camp" -- a high-rise spillover to
the north from the original refugee
camp whose boundaries were set
by the United Nations in 1948 -- is
now a wasteland of shattered con-
crete.

Some 2,000 residents of the
camp's pre-battle population of
31,000 are still inside Nahr Al-
Bared, with those who fled now
dispersed among other Palestinian
camps around the country, mostly at
nearby Beddawi.

Sheikh Mustafa Dawood, who
leads Palestinian clerics trying to
broker a ceasefire, entered the
camp on Friday and met militant
spokesman Shahin Shahin who
expressed a desire to honour a
unilateral truce "in the hope of
reaching a happy outcome."

But Dawood told AFP that
Shahin also said "if there is shooting
at us we will be forced to respond.”

On the political front, an Arab
League delegation has left Lebanon
admitting it failed to bring Lebanon's
pro- and anti-Syrian camps to the
negotiating table to seek anend to a
festering seven-month political
crisis.

"Some ideas and theses pro-
posed today hindered the possibility
of reaching an official understand-
ing" between the anti-Syrian parlia-
mentary majority and the pro-Syrian
opposition, league chief Amr Mussa
told reporters.

He was ready to resume media-
tion "ifthings progress," he said.
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