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World's longest
tunnel
completed

BeC ONLINE

Engineers have drilled through
the last remaining rock to
complete the world's longest
tunnel, under the Swiss Alps.

The 10m-diameter drill-
head tore through the rock to
cheers and applause from
watching workers. The 57km
Gotthard rail tunnel has taken
14 years to build and is not likely
toopenbefore theend of 2016.

But it is expected to revolu-
tionise transport across Europe,
providing a high-speed link
between the north and south of
the continent. Eventually, trains
will travel through it at speeds of
up to250km/h.

Journey times between
Zurich and Milan are likely to be
slashed by as much as one-and-
a-halfhours.

The length of the Gotthard
tunnel exceeds the 53.8km
Seikan rail tunnel linking the
Japanese islands of Honshu and
Hokkaido and the 50km
Channel Tunnel linking
England and France.

A giant drilling machine completes the world's longest tunnel beneath the Swiss Alps during a ceremony yesterday 30 kilometres from

one end and 2,000 metres below the mountains.
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New settlements
imperil talks

Palestinians criticise plan to build around
240 new homes in East Jerusalem

ALJAZEERA ONLINE

Israel has unveiled plans for around 240 new
homes for Jewish settlers in predominantly Arab
east Jerusalem, in a move that has drawn the ire of
Palestinians.

Saeb Erekat, the Palestinian chief negotiator,
said yesterday that the move proved Israel was
intent on "killing" every opportunity to revive the
stalled direct peace talks between the two sides.

"We call upon the US administration to hold the
Israeli government responsible for the collapse of
the negotiationsand the peace processas aresultof
this government's insistence on killing every
opportunityforresuming negotiations,"” hesaid.

The plans for new housing units in the settle-
ment neighbourhoods of Pisgat Zeev and Ramot
were approved late on Thursday by Binyamin
Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister, the Ynet
newswebsite said.

The United States have been pushing Israel to
extend a 10-month moratorium on new settle-
ment building in the occupied West Bank, but

Netanyahu has failed to find an agreement to
within his coalition government over the freeze
thatexpired on September 26.

Although the freeze did not cover construction
in east Jerusalem, Netanyahu had avoided signing
off on any such projects in order to avoid the
political fallout, Ynet said.

Settlement watchdog Peace Now said that it
was the first time such a plan had been approved
since March, when Israel gave the green light to
plans for the construction of 1,600 new homes in
east Jerusalem during a visit by Joe Biden, the US
vice-president, prompting a major dispute with
Washington.

The group said the announcement showed
that the Israeli government was trying to under-
minethe chances of salvaging the peace talks with
the Palestinians.

"The fact is that someone - either the housing
minister or the prime minister - is trying to
make a point: they want to make it harder on
peace efforts,” Hagit Ofran of Peace Now told
the AFP news agency.

Heartfelt homecoming for Chile miners

REUTERS, Copiapo

Chile's rescued miners head home yester-
day to a hero's welcome after their miracle
survival for two months deep under-
ground, and now yearn to put the psycho-
logical trauma of their ordeal behind them.

The first three of the 33 miners were
cleared to head home from a hospital late
on Thursday, returning to neighbours’
cheers and confetti a day after their rescue
from the depths ofa collapsed mine.

"This is really incredible. It hasn't sunk
in," said 52-year-old Juan Illanes amid
roaring cheers, still wearing the dark sun-
glasses he and his fellow miners were given
to protect their eyesight as they acclima-
tize after 69 days underground in a dark
tunnel.

He said being trapped after the cave-in
had taken him "to the limit."

The remaining 30 miners were due to
head home on Friday after medical tests.

Most of the men are surprisingly
healthy considering they were stuck in a
wet, hotand dark tunnelforsolong.

The miners, who set a world record for
survival underground, were finally hoisted
to the surface in a metal capsule in a rescue
operation that was watched by hundreds
of millions of people worldwide and trig-
gered celebrations across the South
American nation.

They have returned as celebrities -- and
to job offers, gifts and invitations from Real
Madrid and Manchester United to travel to
Europe towatch football matches.

Avid Elvis Presley fan Edison Pena has
even been invited to Graceland, the late
Presley's former home in Memphis,
Tennessee.

Pena, 34, said he did not expect to see
his home again.

"I didn't think I'd make it back, so this
reception really blows my mind," he said,
as waiting neighbours showered him with

confetti. "We really had a bad time."

When the mine caved in, all 33 men
were believed to have died in yet another of
Latin America's litany of mining accidents.
But rescuers found them 17 days later with
a bore hole the width of a grapefruit.

That tiny hole became an umbilical
cord used to pass down hydration gels,
water and food to keep them alive until a
bigger shaft could be bored to bring
them up.

In a complex but flawless operation
under Chile's far northern Atacama desert,
the miners were hauled out one by one
through 2,050 feet (625 meters) ofrockina
metal capsule little wider than a man's
shoulders and dubbed "Phoenix" after the
mythical bird that rose from the ashes.

[t took 24 hours to extract the 33 miners
and six rescuers who had gone down the
escape shaft to help the men get out.

They are in remarkably good shape
considering the ordeal.

N Korea
threatens to

attack South
over leaflets

AP, Seoul

Nato facilitating Taliban
talks in Afghanistan

US General Petraeus says

AFP, London

ISAF were not witting and there-
foreaware ofitand allowsitto take
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North Korearenewed its threat
yesterday to attack South
Korea over anti-Pyongyang
leaflets being sent into the
country, a sign of lingering
tension after the sinking of a
South Korean warship.

Civilian activists regularly
use balloons to launch leaf-
lets condemning North
Korean leader Kim Jong Il
across the heavily fortified
border, a tactic Pyongyang
views as part of official South
Korean psychological cam-
paigns aimed at toppling its
regime.

The North warned during
military talks with South Korea
last month that it might fire
artillery at sites the activists
use to launch the balloons.

The commander of Nato forces in
Afghanistan, US General David
Petraeus, admitted Friday that
western troops have facilitated
the safe passage of Taliban leaders
to Kabul for talks with the govern-
ment.

US and International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) troops
had helped insurgent command-
ers get to the Afghan capital as
part of its support for Afghan President Hamid
Karzai's negotiations with therebels, hesaid.

"There are certain ongoing initiatives in that
regard,” Petraeus told an audience at the Royal
United Services Institute in central London when
asked about the state of negotiations with the
hardline Islamist movement.

"And indeed in certain respects we do facilitate
that, given that, needless to say, it would not be the
easiest of tasks for a senior Taliban commander to
enter Afghanistan and make his way to Kabul if

place,” Petraeus said.

Karzai this month launched
the High Council for Peace, the
latest effort to persuade the
Taliban and other insurgents to
negotiate an end to the warwhich
hasenteredits 10thyear.

The Taliban on Wednesday
denied a claim by Karzai that they
were taking part in the talks, more
than nine years after they were
driven from power by a US-led invasion after the
September 11,2001 attacks in the United States.

But Petraeus, who alsoled the US "surge” inIraq
in 2007, said a number of key figures from the
Taliban had also made contact wlth foreign forces

in Afghanistan aswell aswith local authorities.
"There have been several very senior Taliban

leaders who have reached out to the Afghan

government at the highest level and also in some

casesreached out to other countries engaged in
Afghanistan,” he said.
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Top Obama ally
clashes with rival
in tight poll race

AFP, Las Vegas

President Barack Obama's top ally in Congress called his Tea
Party-backed rival "extreme" Thursday, while she questioned
hisintegrity in their sole face-to-face debate before crunch polls.

With the race neck-and-neck, Democratic Senator Harry
Reid and Republican Sharron Angle duelled, often unpleasantly
-- with Angle wondering how Reid had become so wealthy as a
senator, prompting Reid to complain of "a low blow."

There were no major showstoppers, just a steady one-hour
bounce from topic to topic as the two disagreed on how to
improve the floundering US economy, what to do about undoc-
umented immigrants and what to do about health care.

Angle, a former state assemblywoman plagued by criticism
that she has changed her position on numerous issues,
appeared cheerful and focused, while the four-term Senate
Majority Leader seemed demure and tired.

"I'm laughing because this was like watching the "Twilight
Zone'," said Eric Herzik, a political science professor at the
University of Nevada at Reno. "I think Senator Reid was as ani-
mated as Senator Reid gets.

"I think he was a little frustrated that Angle kept shifting her
positions and her past positions, and said some things that were
blatantly not true. But I'm sure many people thought she came
acrossjustfine.”

Reid, seeking a fifth six-year term in November 2 mid-term
elections, is fighting for his political life amid deep voter anger in the
statewith the country's top jobless and home foreclosure rates.

Republicans, who aim to defeat Reid and politically cripple
Obama, helped Angle raise an eye-popping 14 million dollars
this summer.

The incumbent's approval ratings continue to hover around
an abysmal 40 percent in part because he has a quiet, dour per-
sonality that was on display at the debate.

Yet his campaign has made the contest close by blanketing the TV
airwaves and Internet sites with a barrage of ads portraying Angle asa
radical. On Thursdaynighthe called her "extreme" three times.

She has voted against forcing health insurers to cover mam-
mograms and colonoscopies, and she has stated she'd like to
end or privatize Social Security and Medicare, two crucial wel-
fare programs for the ill and elderly.
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