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Take H-bomb
threat 'literally’

Warns N Korea; Trump says Russia
hurting US efforts on nuke issue
AGENCIES

A senior North Korean official issued a stern warning to the
world that it should take "literally" his country's threat to
testa nuclear weapon above ground as US President Donald
Trump said that Russia was hurting US efforts to rid North
Korea of nuclear weapons while China had been helpful.
The official, Ri Yong Pil, told CNN in an exclusive conver-
tion in Pyongyang that the threat made by North Korea's
foreign minister last month should not be dismissed.

North Korea "has always brought its words into action,”
Risaid, visibly angry.

Speaking on a visit to New York for the United Nations
General Assembly last month,
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came hours after US President Mattls_says us n})t
Donald Trump threatened to rushing to war'
"totally destroy” North Korea e
inaspeech to the UN.

"The foreign minister is very well aware of the intentions
of our supreme leader, so I think you should take his words
literally,"” Ri told CNN in Pyongyang.

North Korea carried out the strongest of its six-ever
nuclear tests in early September, claiming to have used a
hydrogen bomb. The UN responded to the test by imposing
fresh sanctions on the rogue state.

Ri also implied that diplomatic channels between the US

and North Korea: were nonexistent, despite US Secretary of State
RexTillerson
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Independence bid falters

Catalonia leader backs down from calling polls Madrid to decide Loday on dlrect mle

AFP, Cnn Online

The Catalan leader's high-wire bid for inde-
pendence from Spain faltered yesterday when
he backed away from a plan to call new elec-
tions amid disagreement within his own party.

Carles Puigdemont, the sident of
Catalonia, said he had considered the
option of dissolving the regional parlia-
ment and calling new elections in an effort
to shore up his position in the standoff with
Madrid, reported CNN.

But in a public statement in Barcelona,
the regional capital, Puigdemont rejected
the idea, apparently because he could not

Carles Puigdemont

obtain guarantees from the central govern-
ment in Madrid that it would not press
ahead with a plan to impose direct rule on
theregion.

"My obligation and responsibility is to
explore all the possibilities, absolutely all of
them, to find a solution through dialogue,
an agreed solution, to a political conflict
thatis of ademocratic nature," he said.

He added that it was now "up to the
(regional) parliament,” which is expected to
meet later yesterday, to decide how to
respond to the central government's
planned takeover.

Separatist lawmakers hold an absolute
majority in the Catalan parliament, and
many favour a declaration of independence.

Speaking just after Puigdemont, Spain's
Deputy Prime Minister Soraya Saenz de
Santamaria retorted that with the power
seizure, the central government wanted "to
open a new stage in which the law is
respected”

The announcement came after day of
confusion in Barcelona. Puigdemont
delayed the statement after two of his MPs
said they were unhappy with the plans for
new elections.

Spain was plunged into its worst political
crisis in decades on October 1, when Catalonia
held an independence referendum, and
Catalan and Spanish leaders in Madrid have
beenin political deadlock eversince.

Madrid slammed the referendum as ille-
gal, but Catalan leaders took its results as a

Students carry a Catalan pro-independence 'Estelada’ ﬂag during a demonstration in

Barcelona, yesterday.

mandate to declare asplit from the country.

Madrid has scheduled a vote in the
Spanish Senate for today, in which mem-
bers will decide whether to suspend
Catalonia's autonomy and put it under
Madrid's control.

The measures would see Madrid taking
control of Catalonia's government, police,
purse and public broadcaster, until new
elections are held.

Catalonia is one of 17 regions, with
varying degrees of that make
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up Spain.

It was not clear whether the central gov-
ernment would back off after Puigdemont
address.

Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy
has threatened for weeks to impose direct
rule on Catalonia as a way to quash
Puigdemont's plan to declare independ-
ence. He said Madrid had prepared all the
documents to employ the never-before-
used Article 155 of the country's
Constituti

Annexation plan means end

of two-state solution: PLO

AFP, Jerusalem

Ri's remarks come after Trump on Sund]y boasled lhal
the US was "prepared for anything" when it came to the
North Korea nuclear crisis.

"We'll see what happens. ... We are so prepared, like you
wouldn't believe,” he said in an interview with Fox Business
Network's Maria Bartiromo

Trump said in a tweet that he spoke with Chinese
President Xi Jinping after the latter's reelection and the
conversation included North Korea.

North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un also wished Xi Jinping
"great success" in a congratulatory but comparatively
restrained message after the Chinese president cemented his
grip on power at alandmark Communist Party Congress.

Meanwhile, US Secretary of Defence Jim Mattis said
Washington is seeking a "peaceful resolution" with North
Korea despite the tough rhetoric.

Mattis, who arrived in Thailand yesterday following a
meeting with his Asean counterparts in the Philippines, said
Washington was "not rushing to war" and looking for a
diplomatic resolution.

"Do we have military options in defence if we're attacked,
our allies are attacked? Of course we do,"” Mattis said. "But
everyone is out for a peaceful resolution.”

A bill that critics say would amount to de
facto annexation of Israeli settlements
surrounding Jerusalem is expected to go
before ministers on Sunday, drawing harsh
criticism from Palestinians and those
hoping to salvage the two-state solution.

The bill woul
absorb major Israeli
settlements currently in
the occupied West Bank
into Jerusalem by
enlargingthe ity limits

Its opponents argue
that it is a step towards
full unilateral annex-
ation of the West Bank settlements affected -
-amove that would be sure to spark interna-
tional outrage.

For the vast majority of the international
community, the status of Israel's settle-
ments, built on land the Palestinians see as
part of their future state, are to be decided in

Ppeace negotiations.

Approval by a ministerial committee on
Sunday would fast-track the 'Greater Jerusalem
bill's progress through parliament.

Senior Palestinian official Hanan
Ashrawi said the plan could kill hopes foran
independent Palestinian state.

Ashrawi,amember of
the Palestine Liberation
Organisation's  execu-
tive committee, said
late Wednesday that
"such efforts represent
the end of the two-state
solution.”

Israel occupied the
West Bank, including
east Jerusalem, in the Six-Day War of 1967.
It later annexed east Jerusalem in a move
never recognised by the international
community.

It sees the entire city as its indivisible
capital, while the Palestinians want the east-
ernsectoras the capital of their future state.

Regime shelling
near Syria
capital kills 8

AFP, Douma

Rice that can be
grown in seawater

INDEPENDENT.CO.UK

Syrian regime shelling on
the besieged rebel-held
Eastern Ghouta area near
Damascus yesterday killed
at least eight civilians, the
Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights said.

A deal reached between
rebel backer Turkey and
regime allies Russia and
Iran earlier this year has
created so-called "de-
escalation zones" in several
parts of the country, includ-
ing Eastern Ghouta, bring-
ing a measure of calm.

One of the aims was to
facilitate aid access to
besieged areas but humani-
tarian conditions remain
dire in Eastern Ghouta, with
malnutrition cases sparking

Scientists in China have developed several types of
rice that can be grown in seawater, potentially creat-
ing enough food for 200 million people.

Researchers have been trying to grow the grain in
salty water for decades but have only now developed
varieties that could be commercially viable.

The rice was grown in a field near the Yellow Sea
coastal city of Qingdao in China's eastern Shandong
province. 200 different types of the grain were planted to
investigate which would grow bestin salty conditions.

Sea water was pumped into the fields, diluted and
then channelled into the rice paddies.

The scientists expected to produce 4.5 tonnes of
rice per hectare but the crops exceeded expectations,
in one case delivering up to 9.3 tonnes per hectare.

"The test results greatly exceeded our expectations,"
Liu Shiping, a professor of agriculture at Yangzhou
University who s involved in the project, told Xinhua.

There are one million square kilometres of land in
China where crops do not grow because of high salinity.
Scientists hope the development of the new rice will
allowsome \)flhese areas to be used for: agnculture

ofth

fresh concern in recent days.
More than 330,000 have

been killed in Syria since the

war began in March 2011

Indonesian police officers check dead bodies after an explosion at a fireworks |
factory at Kosambi village in Tangerang, Banten province, Indonesia, yesterday.

Fireworks factory blaze kill 47

Qatar is a very,

very, very
small issue
Says Saudi crown prince
‘CNN ONLINE

Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince
downplayed his country’s
months long dispute with
Qatar in rare comments
about the diplomatic and
economic boycott.

"Qatar is a very, very,
very small issue,” Crown
Prince Mohammed bin
Salman said late
Wednesday in a Reuters
interview about the tiny
gas-rich Gulf Arab coun-
try that has been the
target of a major embargo
since June.

He said the diplomatic
rift between the former
allies would not affect
investment. The Crown
Prince is at the helm of an
ambitious economic pro-
gram to help wean Saudi
Arabia off oil.

Bin Salman, 32, is
widely viewed as the chief
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could produce 50 million tonnes of food ~ enough 0
feed 200 million people and boost China's rice produc-
tion by 20 percent.

Iraq, Syria eye last IS dens

AGENCIES

Iraqi forces launched an attack to drive
Islamic State from the last territory it holds
in Iraq yesterday and the Syrian army and its
allies said they planned to march on the
jihadist's last Syrian stronghold.

The separate assaults across the Iraqi-
Syrian frontier aim to deal a final blow to
the Islamic State "caliphate” that has crum-
bled this year in Syria and Iraq, with the
group losing the cities of Mosul, Raqqa and
swathes of other territory.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi said
Islamic State
fighters would
have "to choose
between death
and surrender”
as he announced
the offensive on
the region of
Rawa and al-
Qaim, which is
located at the
Syrian border.

The Iragi air force dropped thousands of
leaflets on the border area calling on mili-
tants to surrender and urging the popula-
tion to stay away from their positions,
according to a statement from the Joint
Operations Command in Baghdad.

In a statement welcoming the offensive,
the US-led coalition said approximately
1,500 Islamic State fighters were estimated
to be still in the immediate vicinity of al-

tias backed by the US-led coalition on the
other.

Albu Kamal is located at the Iraqi border
in the Syrian province of Deir al-Zor, just
over the frontier from al-Qaim.

The Iragi PM, whose forces battled
jihadists in the west of the country and
Kurds in the north, won the support of
Iranian leaders at talks in Tehran.

Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
"gave his support for measures taken by the
Iraqi government to defend the unity, sover-
eignty and territorial integrity of Iraq",

Iraq PM wins Khamenei's
supportas waron IS,
Kurd dispute hot up

Baghdad demands Kurds
cancel secession bid
as price for talks

Khamenei's office said in a statement after
their meeting.

He also yesterday demanded that Kurds
declare their independence referendum
void, rejecting the Kurdish autonomous
region'’s offer to suspend its independence
push to resolve a crisis through talks.

"We won't accept anything but its cancel-
lation and the respect of the Constitution,”
Haider al-Abadi said in a statement during
hisvisitto Tehran.

REUTERS, Kosambi

Two explosions and a fire at a fireworks
factory on the western outskirts of
Indonesia's capital killed 47 people and
injured dozens yesterday, police said,
and the death toll was expected to rise.

Thick plumes of dark smoke bil-
lowed from a factory warehouse in the
Tangerang district, an industrial and
manufacturing hub on the island of
Java, TV broadcasts showed.

Hours later the burnt-out factory
was still smouldering and there was a
strong smell of burning plastic and
chemicals.

Witnesses said there were two
explosions, one at about 10 am and
another about three hours later, both
of which could be heard miles away,
mediasaid.

Agrisly video of the scene inside the
warehouse, widely shared on social
media, showed onlookers counting
badly charred bodies.

"From the manifest we obtained,
there were 103 workers. Of those 103
workers ... there were 46 who were
injured,” Jakarta police spokesman
Argo Yuwono told Metro Television.

"We also found some who had died.
Thereare 47 bodies.”

Yuwono said 10 people on the
manifest unaccounted for may have
left with light injuries or might not
have been workingat the time.

The online video and media images of
the PT Panca Buana Cahaya Sukses ware-
house showed smouldering ash and
debris, with parts of the roof missing.

INDONESIA TRAGEDY

Dozens injured; death toll
expected to rise as bodies
are still being recovered

A search and rescue official, Deden
Nurjaman, said bodies were still inside
and he expected the death toll to
climb. "People were burned so badly
you couldn't see their faces... It was
reallybad,” he said.

Industrial safety standards in
Indonesia are often poor and rules
weakly enforced. There have been a
series of major fires this year, including
one thatengulfed one of Jakarta's main

markets.

UNDERAGE WORKERS

Manpower minister Hanif Dhakiri said he
had asked his staff to investigate reports
ofunderage workers at the factory.

"If there were underage workers that
would be a violation,” Dhakiri told
reporters, adding he could revoke the
company's permit.

One of the first policemen on the
scene, Raymond Masengi, told Metro
TV police had broken holes in the
factory wall to help people escape.

At the scene of yesterday's disaster,
the grass was scorched over an area
about 10 metres (yards) from the site.

Forensic police worked in the fading
light to examine the debris and were
trying to set up floodlights as night fell.

A nearby mosque was holding
prayers for the victims.

Fiza, adoctor in the emergency unit at
Tangerang General Hospital, told Metro
TV he was treating seven people, some of
them with burns to more than 80 percent
of their bodies. Three were in critical
condition.

A witness who lives around the
corner from the factory said she heard
an explosion "likea roar”.

architect of the boycott.
Saudi Arabia, along with
the United Arab Emirates,
Egypt and Bahrain, accuse
Quatar of financing terrorists
and destabilising the
region. Qatar firmly denies
the allegations.

The Crown Prince also
doubled down on Saudi
Arabia's commitment to
the Yemen war.

"We're pursuing (the
Yemen war) until we can be
sure that nothing will hap-
pen there like Hezbollah
again,” bin Salman told
Reuters, referring to the
Iran-backed Lebanese Shia
group.

"Because Yemen is more
dangerous than Lebanon,"
he added.

The Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) proposed on Wednesday an immedi-
ate ceasefire, a suspension of the referen-
dum result and "starting an open dialogue
with the federal government based on the
Iraqi Constitution”.

Qaim.

In Syria, Islamic State has been driven
back into a strip of territory along the
Euphrates River by separate offensives
waged by the Syrian government and its
allies on the one hand, and by Syrian mili-
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