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HEADLINE: Taliban warn of more attacks on foreigners after Kabul blast

DATELINE: KABUL, Nov 23

BODY:

Afghanistan's ousted Taliban Sunday said they were behind a blast at Kabul's largest hotel and warned the rare strike on a target in the Afghan capital would be followed by more attacks on foreigners.

There were no casualties from Saturday night's explosion which damaged a wall and shattered windows at the upmarket Intercontinental hotel, a landmark structure which overlooks key sites in the war-ravaged city.

"We claim responsibility for last night's explosion near the Intercontinental ... and I warn that soon there will be more similar attacks aimed at foreigners, Inshallah (God willing)," a Taliban spokesman said. 

"It was not a rocket attack last night, it was explosives, a bomb," he told AFP, speaking on condition of anonymity by satellite phone from an undisclosed location.

The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) which patrols the Afghan capital had initially said the blast was caused by a rocket or improvised bomb but an ISAF spokesman Sunday said he could not comment on the cause.

"Our investigations are ongoing and we can't say any more on this," Lieutenant Colonel Joerg Langer told reporters.

An Afghan police technician also said the explosion appeared to have been caused by an improvised bomb rather than a rocket.

Two US-led coalition troops were wounded Sunday when their vehicle went over an improvised explosive device near the southeast Afghan border base of Shkin, which has regularly come under attacks from militants, the US military said.

It was not known who was responsible for the attack but similar incidents have been blamed on the Taliban or their allies.

The blast at the hotel, which is popular with foreigners, follows a series of security incidents in the usually quiet Afghan capital and the murder of a French UN worker last Sunday in the provincial town of Ghazni.

Canadian ISAF troops Wednesday discovered two remote-controlled rockets inside a ruined palace close to their Camp Julien base in southwest Kabul as Canadian Defence Minister John McCallum visited the peacekeepers.

The Kabul offices of Save the Children and Oxfam were also hit by a bomb blast on November 5, which caused minor damage and no casualties.

ISAF troops have also come under several rocket attacks in the two years since the hardline Taliban was toppled. Four German peacekeepers were killed in June by a suicide bomber linked to Osama bin Laden's al-Qaeda network.

The attacks have been blamed on the Taliban, their al-Qaeda allies or supporters of renegade former premier Gulbuddin Hekmatyar.

Since September ISAF troops have also arrested two Hekmatyar commanders who were suspected of plotting attacks in the Afghan capital.

Two Canadian troops were killed last month when their vehicle went over a landmine in the hills above their base. The incident is still being investigated but ISAF is treating it as a deliberate attack.

South and southeast Afghanistan have been hard-hit by a surge in violence blamed on Taliban militants who have increasingly targeted aid workers as well as US and Afghan troops.

French UN officer Bettina Goislard who was shot dead last week by suspected Taliban was the 12th aid worker to be killed since March.

UN and Afghan officials and diplomats attended a memorial at the foreign ministry Sunday for Goislard, who was buried Thursday in Kabul's British Cemetery.

The bloodshed, which has claimed more than 350 lives since August, has forced the UN to suspend road missions across much of south and southeast Afghanistan, where some aid agencies have already scaled back operations due to insecurity.
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