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Bombing Strikes At Heart Of Syrian Regime

BY ELIZABETH A. KENNEDY AND ZEINA KARAM
Associated Press

BEIRUT — Rebels penetrated the heart of
Syria’s power elite Wednesday, detonating a
bomb inside a high-level crisis meeting in Dam-
ascus that killed three leaders of the regime, in-
cluding President Bashar Assad’s brother-in-law

Fighting intensifies in Damascus

Rebels claimed responsibility for a bombing
attack that killed three high-level officials of the
regime of Syrian President Bashar Assad,
including the defense minister. A look at
recent fighting in the Syrian capital:
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and the defense minister.
The unprecedented blow to the ruling dy-
nasty could mark a turning point in the civil
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Explosion Hits Bulgarian Bus, At Least 6 Dead

SOFIA, Bulgaria (AP) — A bomb exploded on a bus carrying Is-
raeli youth in a Bulgarian resort Wednesday, killing at least six peo-
ple and wounding 32, officials said. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu called it “an Iranian terror attack” and promised a tough
response.

The explosion took place in the Black Sea city of Burgas, some
400 kilometers (250 miles) east of the capital, Sofia. TV images
showed smoke billowing from the scene — a parking lot at the local
airport where the Israeli tourists had landed shortly before the blast.
Several buses and cars were on fire near the shell of the exploded
vehicle.

Israeli Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman, after being briefed by
his Bulgarian counterpart, said the explosion was caused by a bomb
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The whereabouts of Assad, his wife and his
three young children were not immediately
clear. He gave no immediate statements on the
attack, which state-run TV initially blamed on a
suicide bomber but later called simply a bomb.

As news of the assassinations broke, Syrians
opposed to Assad celebrated in several loca-
tions across the country.

Internet video showed people in convoys of
cars and motorbikes honking their horns and
firing weapons in the air in the northeastern
Idlib province, along with Aleppo in the north,
Daraa in the south and Homs in central Syria. In
the village of Hass, residents distributed sweets
as they gleefully shouted: “You are going to hell,
shabihas” — a reference to the pro-regime mili-
tia that has been blamed for mass killings.

The AP could not immediately verify the au-
thenticity of the video.

Syrian TV confirmed the deaths of Defense
Minister Dawoud Rajha, 65, a former army gen-
eral and the most senior government official to
be killed in the rebels’ battle to oust Assad;
Gen. Assef Shawkat, 62, the deputy defense min-
ister who is married to Assad’s elder sister,
Bushra, and is one of the most feared figures in

the hospital.

the inner circle; and Hassan Turkmani, 77, a for-
mer defense minister who died of his wounds in

Also wounded were Interior Minister Mo-
hammed Shaar and Maj. Gen. Hisham Ikhtiar,
who heads the National Security Department.
State TV said both were in stable condition.

Rajha was the most senior Christian govern-
ment official in Syria, appointed to the post by
Assad last year. His death will resonate with
Syria’s Christians, who make up about 10 per-
cent of the population of 22 million and have
mostly stood by the regime.

Christians say they are particularly vulnera-
ble and they fear that Syria will become another
Iraq, with Christians caught in the crossfire be-
tween rival Muslim groups.

The attack came at a time of great momen-
tum for the forces trying to oust Assad, whose
family has ruled Syria for four decades. Al-
though the uprising began in March 2011, re-
cent weeks have seen a spike in potentially
transformative events, including high-level de-
fections from the regime.

Four straight days of clashes between rebels
and government troops this week in Damascus

showed the rebels can now infiltrate the tightly
controlled capital. On Tuesday, Israel’s military
intelligence chief said Assad had diverted his
troops away from the Israeli border area toward
the center of Syria, reflecting the regime’s wors-
ening position.

The state-run news agency, SANA, reported
the bombing was aimed at the National Security
building, a headquarters for one of Syria’s intel-
ligence branches and less than 500 meters
(yards) from the U.S. Embassy. The embassy
has been closed since Washington withdrew its
ambassador months ago.

Although there were no statements from
Assad, Syrian TV said after the attack that a de-
cree from him named Gen. Fahd Jassem al-Freij
as the new defense minister. Al-Freij used to be
the army chief of staff.

Wednesday's attack was the most brazen by
the rebels. The last major attacks on regime fig-
ures and government buildings date back to the
early 1980s, when the Syrian Muslim Brother-
hood waged a guerrilla war to topple the regime
of Assad’s father and predecessor, President
Hafez Assad.

Tribes May Soon
Approve Their Own

Land Leases
WASHINGTON (AP) — A bill

Drought Assistance Sought From
Congress By Obama Administration

giving Native American tribes
authority over agreements to
lease their lands for develop-
ment awaits the president’s
signature.

Supporters say the legisla-
tion, called the HEARTH Act,
will hasten housing construc-
tion, clean energy and business
or industry development on
tribal lands. It allows tribes to
approve their own land leasing
agreements rather than the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs, if they
choose. The Navajo Nation al-
ready has this sort of authority.

The Interior Secretary still
must approve the tribes’ leasing
regulations. The bill does not
apply to oil and gas leases. The
administration issued new leas-
ing regulations last November
that set deadlines for approval
of leases to end long delays.

WASHINGTON (AP) — The
Obama administration called on
Congress Wednesday to assist
farmers suffering from the worst
drought in 25 years. Agriculture
Secretary Tom Vilsack said three-
fifths of the U.S. land mass and

much of the country’s corn and
soybean crops have been af-
fected by the lack of rain.

Vilsack met with President
Barack Obama Wednesday to dis-
cuss a response to the disaster.
Vilsack said farmers need Con-
gress to pass a five-year $500 bil-
lion farm and nutrition bill that is
awaiting action in the House of
Representatives or at least ap-
prove additional disaster pro-
grams or provide more flexibility
in the availability of credit.

The administration has de-
clared drought disasters in one
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third of the counties in the coun-
try, making them eligible for as-
sistance such as low interest
loans.

Vilsack cautioned consumers
about potential price gouging in
the short-term, saying any in-
crease in retail costs would likely
come late this year and next year.
In fact, he said, the price of beef,
chicken and poultry could well
go down in the short term as pro-
ducers reduce their stocks in the
face of higher feed costs. Vilsack
also said that despite the
drought, corn farmers are on
track to having the third best
corn crop in U.S. history.

“If in fact people are beginning
see food price increases now, it is
not in any way shape or form re-
lated to the drought and we
should be very careful to keep an

eye on that to make sure that
people do not take advantage of
a very difficult and painful situa-
tion,” Vilsack said.

The farm bill passed the Sen-
ate and cleared the House Agri-
culture Committee on a

ing Ohio crowd that the Democrat hasn’t met with his jobs council in
more than six months. In that time, however, Romney says Obama
held 100 fundraisers.

“His priority is not creating jobs for you,” Romney declared. “His
priority is trying to keep his own job. And that’s why he’s going to
lose it.”

For the often-reserved Romney, the fiery rhetoric marks an ag-
gressive shift as he struggles to answer questions about his business
career and personal tax returns. The former businessman, who
would be among the nation’s wealthiest presidents if elected, has
broken from tradition so far, having released just one year of per-
sonal income tax returns and promised to release a second.

But in speeches across four states this week, Romney has thrilled
supporters with aggressive attacks on Obama and charges of “crony
capitalism.” At the same time, the Republican’s campaign has teased
reporters with news that Romney’s selection of a running mate could
come any day, forcing new attention on what may be the most impor-
tant decision of the campaign so far.

Welfare Restrictions Target Booze, Tattoos

BOSTON (AP) — Taking aim at what they call an abuse of the tax-
payers’ money, a growing number of states are blocking welfare re-
cipients from spending their benefits on booze, cigarettes, lottery
tickets, casino gambling, tattoos and strippers.

“If you're not abusing the program, then you should really have
no problem with these reforms,” said state Rep. Shaunna O’Connell,
a Republican pushing for restrictions in Massachusetts.

While the crackdown has strong populist appeal in Democratic
and GOP states alike in this era of tight budgets and tea party de-
mands for fiscal discipline, advocates for the poor argue that the re-
strictions are based on stereotypes about people on welfare, and
they say the notion of any widespread abuse is a myth. Most people
on public assistance, they contend, are single mothers struggling
just to get by.

The movement has been spurred in part by Congress. Under leg-
islation signed by President Barack Obama in February to extend a
payroll tax cut and unemployment benefits, welfare recipients are
barred from using their cash assistance in strip clubs, casinos and
liquor stores. States must change their own laws to conform by 2014.

From Arizona to Maine, states have been going even further on
their own, adopting or considering legislation to block the use of
benefits for other items deemed frivolous. Among them: porn,

. C cruises and psychic readings.
bipartisan vote. House Speaker

John Boehner has not scheduled
a vote on the legislation, but law-
makers representing rural re-
gions were pressing him to
accelerate action on the bill.
Reps. Kristi Noem, R-S.D., and
Peter Welch, D-Vt., were collect-
ing signatures from their col-
leagues urging passage before
the August congressional recess.

Asked about the role of prayer
in addressing the drought, Vil-
sack said “If [ had a rain prayer
or rain dance I could do, I would
doit.”
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