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Lankan military moves to

take Tiger capital

Govt holds local polls

AFP, Colombo

Sri Lanka staged local elections
under tight security yesterday as
troops pushed deeper into Tamil
Tiger territory, closing in on the
rebel capital in the war-ravaged
north, officials said.

Two out of the country's nine
provinces cast ballots to elect new
top local officials, without any
incidents of violence reported,
police said.

"We deployed about 25,000 men
to guard polling booths and the
reports so far suggest that the
voting went off without any major

incident,” a police official said.

The provinces which went to the
polls North Central and
Sabaragamuwa -- are not hit by
fighting between troops and Tiger
rebels, but the government had
turned the vote into an unofficial
referendum onits military strategy.

Election officials put turnout at
about 60 to 65 percent of the 2.16
million eligible voters.

On Friday, the defence ministry
announced troops had captured
two strategic towns from the Tigers
as they closed within just 12 kilo-
metres (7.5 miles) of the rebels'
political capital of Kilinochchi in
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File photo shows Democratic vice presidential hopeful US Senator Joe
Biden shakes hands with Gwyneth Navey, 8, of Florence, South Carolina
on April 28, 2007, at the South Carolina Democratic Party Convention in
Columbia, South Carolina. Democratic presidential hopeful Barack
Obama yesterday named Biden as his vice presidential choice.

the north.

The ministry said Saturday a
total of 28 rebels and two soldiers
were killed in clashes since Friday
across the island's north, where the
military is keeping up pressure on
the guerrillas along at least four
fronts.

Tens of thousands have died on
both sides since the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) began
fightingin 1972 foran independent
homeland for minority Tamils in
the majority Sinhalese island.

There was no immediate com-
ment from the Tigers about the
military push and the casualties

claimed by the security forces, but
the guerrillas earlier this week
tacitly admitted the military was
advancing into their areas.

The few international aid agen-
cies operating inside rebel-held
territory reported that over 112,000
people had been driven out of their
homes as a result of fighting over
the past two months.,

President Mahinda
Rajapakse announced Tuesday
that troops were on a final push
to dismantle the LTTE's de-
facto state in the north after the
military ejected the rebels from
the eastin July 2007.

NATI

[ragi court
sentences
ex-minister
to death

AFP, Baghdad

An Iraqi court has condemned to

death in abstentia a Sunni Arab |

former minister for his role in the

murder of a fellow Sunni politi- |
cian's two sons, the court's spokes- |

man told AFP on Saturday:.

Abdul Sattar al-Byrakdar said |

the Central Criminal Court of Iraq
had on Wednesday handed down
the verdict against Assad Kamal al-
Hashemi, former Iraqi minister for
culture, for assassinating Mithal
Alusi's sonsin 2005.

Hashemi, a lawmaker with the
main Sunni bloc the National
Concord Front was tried in
abstentia. His whereabouts have
been unknown since he fled
Baghdad in June last year.

Train catches
fire after

derailment
in Oklahoma

AP, Oklahoma City

A train derailment in central
Oklahoma on Friday sent fireballs
into the sky but caused no injuries.

Eight cars on the 110-car
Burlington Northern Santa Fe train
derailed, seven of which were
carrying either crude oil or ethanol,
company spokesman Joe Faust
said. He said he didn't know how
many of the derailed cars had
caughton fire.

He said only two people an
engineer and a conductor were
aboard the train, and neither was
injured.

The derailment occurred around
3 p.m., about 30 miles northeast of
Oklahoma City, close to the town of
Luther. The train was traveling less
than 40 mph from Tulsa to Temple,
Texas, on tracks operated by

Bush to accept Iraq
withdrawal timetable

AFP, Crawford

After years of denouncing timeta-
bles for a US withdrawal from Iraq,
US President George W. Bus
seemed poised Friday to accept
Jate 2011 as a target date for acom-
plete US troop pull-out.

The top Iragi negotiator told AFP
in Baghdad that the tentative accord
calls for all US combat troops to be
out of Iraqgi cities by next June and
US forces gone from the war-torn
country by theend of2011.

The White House, which had in
the past described setting a firm
withdrawal date as a "surrender” to
Islamist extremists, rejected any
talk of a dramatic policy reversal as
the first details of the accord trick-

led outonThursday.

Talks on ending the US occupa-
tion are possible only "because of
the security gains that have been
realized since the president
ordered five additional brigades
and Marines into Iraq last January,”
said spokesman Gurgnn Johndroe.

And US officials say that the
timeframe is a target, not a hard-
and-fast deadline, and will require
sustained progress on the political,
economicand security fronts,

"The president and every
American wants to see American
troops come home, butnotuntil the
job is done and there is more secu-
rity, more political progress, and
more economic j)mgmaa inside

Iraq," Johndroe said Thursday.
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Georgians protest next to trenches left by Russian soldiers during a pro-Georgian demonstration near the port town
of Poti yesterday. Russian forces were still deployed deep inside Georgia but Moscow brushed aside Western accu-
sations it was failing to obey the terms of a ceasefire agreement.

Russia aims to keep control
of Georgian port city

AP, Gori

Atop Russian general yesterday said
his country's forces will continue to
patrol a main Georgian Black Sea
port city even though it lies outside
the 'security zones” where Russia
claims it has the right to station
soldiers on Georgian territory.

The statement by deputy head
of the general staff Col-Gen
Anatoly Nogovitsyn, reported by
Russian news agencies, came a day
after Russia said it had pulled back
forces from Georgia in accordance
with a cease-fire agreement that

Russia interprets as allowing it a
substantial military presence.

On Saturday afternoon, several
thousand protesters waving Georgian
flags approached the Russian position
on the outskirts of the strategic city of
Gori. Some soldiers came out of their
trenches, but there was no immediate
sign ofunrest.

The Russian pullback allowed
Gori residents to begin returning
two weeks after they fled Russian
air attacks and advancing troops.
Chaotic crowds of people and cars
were jammed outside the city as
Georgian police tried to control the
mass return by setting up make-

shift checkpoints an ironic echo of
the Russian checkpoints that had
ringed the city aday earlier

Those who were let through
came back to find a city battered by
bombs, suffering from food short
ages and gripped by anguish

Surman Kekashvili, 37, stayed in
Gori, taking shelter in a basement
after his apartment was destroyed
by a Russian bomb. Several days
ago, he tried to give a decent buria
to three relatives killed by the
bomb, placing what body parts he
could find in a shallow grave coy
ered by a burnt log, a rock and «
piece ofscrap metal

US, N Korea hold

talks to break
nuclear impasse
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