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Israel sees progress
toward Gaza truce

Rice warns settlements could harm ME peace

AFP, Jerusalem

A top Israeli official on Sunday
reported “significant progress”
toward a possible truce with the
Palestinian Islamist movement
Hamas althoughitwould notinclude
therelease ofacaptured soldier.
‘There has been significant
progress in the negotiations on the
ceasefire agreement,” the official
told AFP on condition of anonym-
ity, but added: "The release of Gilad
Shalit will not be part of the
ceasefire agreement.” :
Shalit, 21, was captured nearly
WO years ago in a cross-border raid
by three militant groups, including
the armed wing of Hamas, and has
since been held at a secret location

in the densely-populated territory,

A Hamas delegation was in
Cairo on Sunday to receive Israel's
response to the truce proposal
from Egyptian security chief Omar
Suleiman, who has been heading
the mediation efforts.

Sentor Hamas leader Mahmud
Zahar said on Saturday that a
ceasefire could take effect in less
than two weeks but Shalit's release
would not be included in the deal,
adding that Hamas would only free
him in a prisoner exchange,

Israeli Prime Minister Ehud
Olmert expressed hope ahead of a
weekly cabinet meeting that the
two sides could reach an agree-
ment, but warned that if
Palestinian attacks continued

Israel would resort to othermeans.

"If (attacks) can be stopped in
this way all the better. If unfortu-
nately the reality on the ground
shows that the terror doesn't stop
this way, then Israel will know how
to stop it through other means,
Olmert told reporters.

During the cabinet meeting on
Sunday, Olmertinsisted that "mak-
ing headway towards the release of
Gilad Shalit is inseparable from
efforts to reach calm in the south of
the country,” according to a state-
ment from his office.

[srael's political and military
leaders have been mulling a wider
military offensive aimed at ousting
Gaza's Hamas-run government
since the Islamists seized power

there exactlyone year ago.

Istrael has meanwhile
relaunched peace talks with mod-
erate Palestinian president
Mahmud Abbas in a US-backed bid
tosideline Hamas in Gaza by reach-
ing a comprehensive peace deal by
the end of the year.

Meanwhile, US Secretary of
State Condoleezza Rice, on a new
bid to injectimpetus into the falter-
ing Middle East peace process,
warned yesterday that Jewish
settlement expansion could harm
the talks.

Rice said she would use her
latest visit -- her 17th to the region
in less than two years -- [0 press
Israel to curb settlement growth on
occupied Palestinian land.
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Sadr group to

boycott Iraqi

local elections

AFP, Najaf

In a fresh blow to Iraq’s embattled
olitical process, the movement of
hardline Shia leader Moqtada al-
Sadr said on Sunday it will boycort
the provincial electionsin October.
“The Sadr group will not take
part in the (provincial) elections as
we did in the parliamentary elec-
tion," said Sheikh Salah al-Obeidi,
a spokesman for Sadr in the holy
cityof Najaf.

"This 15 the decision as of now by
Moqtada and the Sadrists. We want
to avoid making the same mistakes of
being partofthe sectariandivisions.”

Iraq is due to hold elections in
its 18 provinces on October 1, a key
benchmark set by Washington to
stabilise the war-torn country by
giving more power to local provin-
cial councils, especially for eco-
NOmic projects,

The Sadr group has 32 lawmak-
ers in the 275-member parliament
and its latest decision not to take
part in the elections 1s seen as a step
to consolidate its image as a nation-
alistand anti-American movement,
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Soldiers, policemen and firefighters work yesterday on the site of a resort hotel (L) carried away by a landslide in
Kurihara, Miyagi prefecture. The powerful earthquake struck northern Japan on Saturday killing nine people and

injuringmore than 100 others.
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PHOTO: AFP
Chinese residents make their way through a flooded street in boats, in Zhangzhou town, southeast China Fujian
province Saturday. Torrential downpours in China have now claimed 64 lives, state media reported, with flash-floods |
destroying thousands of homes as well as bridges and large swathes of crops.
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No timetable for Iraq
withdrawals: Bush

AP, London

US President George W Bush said
there should be no definitive tuime-
table for the withdrawal of
Coalition forces from Iraq, accord-
ing to a British Sunday newspaper.

Asked by the Observer newspa-
per about reports that Britain was
preparing plans for the reduction
ofits forces in Iraq, Bush said he did
not want the issue tied to a formal
schedule.

“There should be no definitive
timetable,” Bush was quoted as
saying. "I am confident that (Brt-
ish Prime Minister Brown), like me,
will listen to our commanders to
make sure that the sacrifices that
have gone forward won't be unrav-
elled by drawdowns that may not
be warranted at this pointin time."

The Observer said Bush was
interviewed in Rome, where the
president spent Thursday and Friday
as partofhisweeklong tourof Europe.

The trip has largely focused on
shoring up support for the Nato
mission in Afghanistan and a tough
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line on Iran's nuclear program.
However, Bush is also addressing
climate change,'trade and the situa-
tion in Iraq which Bush said he would
discuss with Brown in London.

The British Broadcasting Corp.
hasreported that Britain could set a
date for the withdrawal of its sol-
diers from Iraq within months,
although officials have dismissed
thereportas speculation.

Britain currently has some 4,000
troops serving in southern Iraq
confined to a base on the outskirts
of the city of Basra. The military
planned to withdraw an additional
1,500 troops from the country, but
those plans were shelved after the
city was rocked by an upsurge in
violence in Basra in March, a point
noted by Bush in hisinterview.

The Observer newspaper cast
iIts interview with Bush as a warn-
Ing to Brown over further British
troop reductions, but the White
House insisted that the two leaders
who are due to meet for dinner
Sunday evening were in complete
accord.
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More sanctions against
Iran if it rejects N-offer

Says US official

AFP, Washington

[ran will likely face further UN
sanctions if it rejects a new offer on
Saturday to halt sensitive nuclear
work, a senior US official said while
acknowledging disappointment
withitsinitial response.,

"We don't know the official
[ranian reaction yet, (but) I believe a
rejection of this package would lead
to further isolation of Iran and
would lead to further international
sanctions,” the State Department
official said.

But the official, who spoke to
reporters here on the condition of
anonymity, recalled that the
“Initial comments out of Tehran
were not very encouraging” and
that President George W. Bush
said he was disappointed with
them.

The United States, he said, was
hoping Iran would accept the so-
called refreshed package of eco-
nomic and trade incentives
because it .addresses what Iran

claims to want: a civilian nuclear
energy programime.

US Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice has voiced doubt
over Iran's stated desire to pursue a
peaceful nuclear programme,
saying it would have accepted
western incentives a long time ago
in return for abandoning its sensi-
tive work.

The United States -- together
with Britain, France, Russia, China
and Germany -- has been pursuing
a carrot-and-stick approach to
force Iran to halt uranium enrich-
ment, which it fears 1s aimed at
building anuclear bomb.

The UN Security Council has in
the last two years imposed three
rounds of increasingly stiff sanc-
tions on Iran for its decision to
spurn the incentives and continue
pursuing i1ts enrichment
programine,

The State Department official
acknowledged that the new pack-
age presented in Tehran Saturday
by EU foreign policy chief Javier

Solanaon behalfof the six powers is
not "dramatically different” from
one offered in 2006,

However, he said it offers "more
details” on civil nuclear energy
cooperation, such as guarantees on
fuel supplies, and on access to
higher education as well as on
agriculture cooperation.

Iranian Foreign Minister
Manouchehr Mottaki said on
Saturday its answer to the offer
presented by Solana would depend
on how the West responds to an
Iranian package Tehran put for-
ward last month.

Iran has put great emphasis on
iIts own package submitted to the
international community, which it
portrays as an all-embracing drive
to solve the world's problems,
including its nuclear standoff with
theWest.

The US State Department offi-
cial said the package was submit-
ted with a "cover letter” that recog-
nises Iran’s historic role in the
regionandin the world '
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