
BY KEN THOMAS
Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Highway
deaths have plummeted to their
lowest levels in more than 60
years, helped by more people
wearing seat belts, better safety
equipment in cars and efforts to
curb drunken driving.

The Transportation
Department estimated Friday that
32,788 people were killed on U.S.
roads in 2010, a decrease of about
3 percent from 2009. It’s the fewest
number of deaths since 1949 —
during the presidency of Harry
Truman — when more than 30,000
people were killed.

The Pacific Northwest region,
which includes Washington state,
Oregon, Idaho, Montana and
Alaska, saw fatalities fall 12 per-
cent. Western states including

Arizona, California and Hawaii also
posted large declines.

Government officials said the
number of deaths was still signifi-
cant but credited efforts on multi-
ple fronts to make roadways safer.

“Too many of our friends and
neighbors are killed in preventable
roadway tragedies every day,” said
Transportation Secretary Ray
LaHood. “We will continue doing
everything possible to make cars
safer, increase seat belt use, put a
stop to drunk driving and distract-
ed driving and encourage drivers
to put safety first.”

The numbers are projections
for 2010. The government expects
to release final data on deaths and
injuries, including specific state-
by-state totals, later this year.

Traffic deaths typically decline
during an economic downturn
because many motorists cut back
on discretionary travel. The num-
ber of deaths fell in the early
1980s and early 1990s, when the
U.S. economy was struggling.

But people spent more time in
their cars last year, making the
estimates more noteworthy. The
number of miles traveled by

American drivers in 2010 grew by
20.5 billion, or 0.7 percent, com-
pared with 2009, according to the
Federal Highway Administration.
The number of miles traveled
increased slightly in 2009 after
declines in the previous two years.

Separately, the rate of deaths
per 100 million miles traveled is
estimated to have hit a record low
of 1.09 in 2010, the lowest since
1949. The previous record was in
2009, which had a rate of 1.13
deaths per 100 million miles trav-
eled.
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NATION/WORLD DIGEST
Angry Afghans Attack UN Compound, Kill 7 

KABUL, Afghanistan (AP) — Afghans angry over the burning of a
Quran at a small Florida church stormed a U.N. compound in northern
Afghanistan on Friday, killing seven foreigners, including four
Nepalese guards. 

Afghan authorities suspect insurgents melded into the mob and they
announced the arrest of more than 20 people, including a militant they
suspect was the ringleader of the assault in Mazar-i-Sharif, the provin-
cial capital of Balkh province. The suspect was an insurgent from
Kapisa province, a hotbed of militancy about 250 miles (400 kilometers)
southeast of the city, said Rawof Taj, deputy provincial police chief. 

The topic of Quran burning stirred outrage among millions of
Muslims and others worldwide after the Rev. Terry Jones’ small
church, Dove Outreach Center, threatened to destroy a copy of the
holy book last year. The pastor backed down but the church in
Gainesville, Florida, went through with the burning last month. 

Four protesters also died in the violence in Mazar-i-Sharif, which is
on a list of the first seven areas of the country where Afghan security
forces are slated to take over from the U.S.-led coalition starting in
July. Other demonstrations, which were peaceful, were held in Kabul
and Herat in western Afghanistan, fueling resentment against the West
at a critical moment in the Afghan war. 

Protesters burned a U.S. flag at a sports stadium in Herat and
chanted “Death to the U.S.” and “They broke the heart of Islam.”
About 100 people gathered at a traffic circle near the U.S. Embassy in
Kabul. One protester carried a sign that said: “We want these bloody
bastard Americans with all their forces to leave Afghanistan.” 

Senate Asked For No-Fly Zone Before Action 
WASHINGTON (AP) — Some lawmakers are grousing loudly that

President Barack Obama sent the nation’s military to Libya without
Congress’ blessing. They’re ignoring a key fact: The Senate a month
ago voted to support imposing a no-fly zone to protect civilians from
attacks by Col. Moammar Gadhafi’s forces. 

With no objections, the Senate on March 1 backed a resolution
strongly condemning “the gross and systematic violations of human
rights in Libya” and urging the U.N. Security Council to take action,
“including the possible imposition of a no-fly zone over Libyan territory.” 

There was no recorded vote. It was simply approved by unanimous
consent. 

No one in Washington is interpreting that resolution as a full-blown
authorization for military action, especially as the no-fly zone expand-
ed to airstrikes on Gadhafi’s tanks and munitions sites. But the meas-
ure undercuts the congressional criticism that Obama was totally off
on his own. Defense Secretary Robert Gates pointedly reminded law-
makers of that during his marathon testimony on Thursday. 

“There have been a lot of concerns expressed about the consulta-
tion with the Congress, but in its own way, the Congress consulted
with the president, and particularly this body that unanimously in a
resolution called for the imposition of a no-fly zone,” Gates told the
Senate Armed Services Committee. 

Obama Believes Deal Close On Budget Cuts  
WASHINGTON (AP) — A bullish President Barack Obama said

Friday that compromise is close with Republicans on $33 billion in
budget cuts, and he warned that without a deal the ensuing govern-
ment shutdown would “jeopardize our economic recovery” just as
jobs are finally being created. 

Despite his assessment, negotiators reported little progress,
Senate Democrats backtracked on a key concession from earlier in
the week and Congress’ top Republican sounded less optimistic
than the president that a breakthrough was imminent. 

“There is no number. There is no agreement on a number” on
how much to cut, insisted House Speaker John Boehner, who is
under pressure from tea party-backed conservatives not to give too
much ground. Still, he added, “I am not preparing for a government
shutdown.” 

Funding for the government expires next Friday at midnight, and
without action by Congress, a partial shutdown would follow. 

The day’s events occurred against a backdrop of unusually
upbeat news about the economy, which is still recovering from the
worst recession since the Great Depression. The Labor Department
reported that companies added 216,000 jobs last month and the
unemployment rate fell slightly to 8.8 percent. 

Fighting Rages Near Ivory Coast Palace  
ABIDJAN, Ivory Coast (AP) — Laurent Gbagbo’s 10-year grip on

the Ivory Coast seemed to be in its final hours Friday after fighters
encircled both his residence and the presidential palace and battled
to unseat the man who has refused to recognize his defeat in last
year’s election. 

Even in the face of a rapid military advance that has swept
across Ivory Coast, the world’s largest cocoa producer, and arrived
at his doorstep, Gbagbo rejected calls to step down. 

His aides defiantly said they will never give in, even though near-
ly 80 percent of the country and now large swaths of its largest city
are controlled by an armed group fighting to install the internation-
ally recognized winner of the election, Alassane Ouattara. 

“There is no question of ceding,” said Gbagbo’s presidential aide,
Fred Anderson. “It’s not up to the international community to
impose our leader.” 

In the Cocody neighborhood where the presidential mansion is
located, families slept in bathrooms and on the floor as successive
blasts punctuated the all-night assault. 
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BY JEANNINE AVERSA
AP Economics Writer

WASHINGTON — The nation’s
unemployment rate dropped to its
lowest level in two years in March,
and the outlook is brightening as
major companies plan to add more
jobs.

Increased hiring cut the unem-
ployment rate to 8.8 percent — an
encouraging sign for the unem-
ployed and for President Barack
Obama’s re-election prospects.

Still, the job gains haven’t led
many people who stopped looking
for work during the recession to
start again. Fewer than two-thirds
of American adults are either work-
ing or looking for work — the low-
est participation rate in 25 years.

The economy added 216,000
jobs last month, the government
said Friday. Factories, retailers, the
education and health care sectors,
and professional and financial
services all expanded payrolls.
Those gains offset layoffs by local
governments, construction and
telecommunications.

The improved outlook pro-
pelled the Dow Jones industrial
average to a 2011 high in early
trading. Stocks then pared their
gains as oil prices climbed to 30-
month highs. The Dow closed up
about 57 points, or 0.46 percent.

The private sector added more
than 200,000 jobs for a second
straight month. It was the first
time that’s happened since 2006 —
more than a year before the reces-
sion started.

And it could mark a turning
point in job creation. America’s
largest companies plan to step up
hiring in the next six months, a
March survey of CEOs found.
Google, Siemens Corp. and Ford
Motor Co., among others, have
said they plan to add workers.

Economists expect the stronger
hiring to endure throughout the
year, producing a net gain of about
2.5 million jobs for 2011. Even so,
that would make up for only a
small portion of the 7.5 million
jobs wiped out during the reces-
sion. The economy must average
up to 300,000 new jobs a month to
significantly lower unemployment.

The unemployment rate has
fallen a full percentage point since
November, the sharpest four-
month drop since 1983. Stepped-
up hiring is the main reason. But a
more sobering factor is that the
number of people who are either
working or seeking a job remains
surprisingly low for this stage of
the recovery.

People without jobs who aren’t
looking for one aren’t counted as
unemployed. Once they start look-

ing again, they’re classified as
unemployed, and the unemploy-
ment rate can go back up. That
can happen even if the economy is
adding jobs.

Just 64.2 percent of adults have
a job or are looking for one — the
lowest participation rate since
1984. The number has been shrink-
ing for four years. It suggests many
people remain discouraged about
their job prospects even as hiring
is picking up.

A falling unemployment rate is
vital for Obama, who is 19 months
from a re-election vote and facing a

lineup of potential Republican
challengers who will make his
stewardship of the economy the
dominant issue.

President Ronald Reagan had
low job-approval ratings in his first
term, when unemployment surged
to 10.4 percent. By Election Day
1984, the unemployment rate had
sunk to 7.2 percent. Reagan won a
landslide victory.

“Although we got good news
today, we have to keep the
momentum going,” Obama told
workers at a UPS shipping facility
in suburban Maryland. “There are
still millions of Americans out
there that are looking for a job that
pays the bills.”

Just 15 percent of Americans
surveyed in mid-March said the
economy had improved in the past
month, according to an Associated
Press-GfK poll. That’s a sharp
decline from January, when 30 per-
cent said so. And 28 percent said
the economy would worsen. It’s
the largest percentage to say so
since the question was first asked
in December 2009.

“It’s good for Obama that unem-
ployment is falling,” said Terry
Madonna, a political scientist at
Franklin & Marshall College in
Pennsylvania. “But ultimately, what
voters care about is whether this
recovery is helping them. Can the
kids go to college? Can I pay the
mortgage? Can I take a vacation?”

Jobless Report Boosts Optimism
Unemployment Rate Skids To 2-Year Low

BY BEN HUBBARD
AND RYAN LUCAS

Associated Press

AJDABIYA, Libya — Something
new has appeared at the Libyan
front: a semblance of order among
rebel forces.

Rebels without training —
sometimes even without weapons
— have rushed in and out of fight-
ing in a free-for-all for weeks,
repeatedly getting trounced by
Moammar Gadhafi’s more heavily
armed forces. But on Friday only
former military officers and the
lightly trained volunteers serving
under them are allowed on the
front lines. Some are recent
arrivals, hoping to rally against
forces loyal to the Libyan leader
who have pushed rebels back
about 100 miles this week.

The better organized fighters,
unlike some of their predecessors,
can tell the difference between
incoming and outgoing fire. They
know how to avoid sticking to the
roads, a weakness in the untrained
forces that Gadhafi’s troops have
exploited. And they know how to
take orders.

“The problem with the young
untrained guys is they’ll weaken us
at the front, so we’re trying to use
them as a backup force,” said
Mohammed Majah, 33, a former
sergeant.

“They don’t even know how to
use weapons. They have great
enthusiasm, but that’s not enough
now,” he said.

Majah said the only people at
the front now are former soldiers,
“experienced guys who have been
in reserves, and about 20 percent
are young revolutionaries who
have been in training and are in
organized units.”

The greater organization was a
sign that military forces that split
from the regime to join the rebel-

lion were finally taking a greater
role in the fight after weeks trying
to organize. Fighters cheered
Friday as one of their top com-
manders — Col. Khalifa Hafter, a
former senior figure in Gadhafi’s
military — drove by in a convoy
toward the front.

It was too early to say if the
improvements will tip the fight in
the rebels’ favor. They have been
struggling to exploit the opportuni-
ty opened by international
airstrikes hammering Gadhafi’s
forces since March 19.

In a sign the strikes may be
eroding Gadhafi’s resilience, his
government is trying to hold talks
with the U.S., Britain and France in
hopes of ending the air campaign,
said Abdul-Ati al-Obeidi, a former
Libyan prime minister who has
served as a Gadhafi envoy during
the crisis. “We are trying to find a
mutual solution,” he told Britain’s
Channel 4 News on Friday.

British officials met with
Mohammed Ismail, a Libyan gov-
ernment aide who happened to be

in London visiting relatives, and
told him Gadhafi must quit, two
people familiar with the issue said
Friday. The two demanded
anonymity to discuss details.

The opposition said Friday in
Benghazi, its de facto capital, that
it will agree to a cease-fire if
Gadhafi pulls his military forces
out of cities and allows peaceful
protests against his regime.

The rebel condition is that “the
Gadhafi brigades and forces with-
draw from inside and outside
Libyan cities to give freedom to
the Libyan people to choose,” said
Mustafa Abdul-Jalil, head of the
opposition’s interim governing
council. “The world will see that
they will choose freedom.”

He spoke at a press conference
with U.N. envoy Abdelilah Al-
Khatib. Al-Khatib met Libyan offi-
cials in Tripoli on Thursday before
holding talks with rebels in hopes
of reaching a political solution.

The U.N. resolution that author-
ized international airstrikes against
Libya called for Gadhafi and the

rebels to end hostilities. Gadhafi
announced a cease-fire immediate-
ly but has shown no sign of heed-
ing it.

His forces continue to attack
rebels in the east, which is largely
controlled by the opposition, and
have besieged the only major
rebel-held city in the west, Misrata.

Misrata has been shelled by
tanks and artillery for days, said a
doctor in a city hospital who
spoke on condition of anonymity
out of fear of reprisals. Many peo-
ple have been killed, including
eight since Thursday, he said. He
said Gadhafi brigades control the
port and a main street, but rebels
control the heart of the city.

At the main front, which has
moved back and forth in a fringe
between the rebel-held east and
Gadhafi-ruled west, the rebels’
losses this week underlined the
inferiority of their equipment,
training and organization, com-
pared to the regime’s.

There were signs of at least
some rebel improvement in all
three areas Friday.

The rebels had mortars,
weapons they previously seemed
to lack, and on Thursday night
they drove in a convoy with at
least eight rocket launchers —
more artillery than usual. The
rebels also appeared to have more
communication equipment such as
radios and satellite phones. A
newly installed diesel generator,
allowing pumps at a gas station
east of the main fighting, was
another improvement.

They also appeared to get some
international air support. Rebels
east of Ajdabiya chanted “Allah
akbar,” or “God is great,” as two
planes flew overhead, and later
eight to 10 heavy blasts — more
powerful than regular shelling —
were heard in the west, where
Gadhafi’s forces were.

LIBYA

More Disciplined Rebel Force Emerging

WASHINGTON (AP) — Stuck
in a budget quagmire with Senate
Democrats and President Barack
Obama, House Republicans are
suggesting they can run the gov-
ernment without them.  

The GOP is pushing for a
House vote Friday that would
declare their $61 billion in budg-
et cuts the law of the land if the
Senate and Obama don’t act on
the spending measure before
April 9. That’s the day the gov-
ernment would shut down if

Congress doesn’t pass a budget
for the next six months, or a
shorter interim.

The House passed its version
in February, but the Democratic-
led Senate rejected it.
Republicans say the vote Friday
is intended to hold Democrats
accountable if there’s a shut-
down. They acknowledge, how-
ever, that Friday’s bill would
have no practical effect unless
the Senate passed it, too.

LUIS SINCO/LOS ANGELES TIMES/MCT
Rebel fighters dance, chant and fire weapons into the air after
being bouyed by a surprise visit from General Abdul Fatah Yunis at
the front lines near Port Brega, Libya, on Friday. 
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