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Israeli, Palestinian leaders announce cease-fire
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across a long, white table to shake
hands. In one sign the talks went
well, Egypt and Jordan announced
afterward that they would return
their ambassadors to Israel after a
four-year absence, and the Israeli

countries might follow.

foreign minister said other Arab

But the Palestinian militant group
Hamas immediately called the deal
into question, saying it would not

be bound by the cease-fire declara-
tions and was waiting to see what
Israel would do next.

As part of the deal,
hand over control of five

Israel will
West Bank

AP
towns to the Palestinians within
three weeks and immediately re-
lease 500 Palestinian prisoners.

Those agreements, and the sight
of Abbas and Sharon shaking

and Israelis wherever they are,” Ab-
bas declared in a statement made
after the meetings, as he, Sharon,
Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak
and Jordan's King Abdullah II sat
around a round table.
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U.S. shippers push to import
flowers for Valentine’s Day

BY HARRY R. WEBER
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

ATLANTA — The war of the roses
is on.

An expected surge in Valentine’s
Day flower purchases this year is
proving to be a boon for both South
American growers and major
shipping companies.

Atlanta-based UPS Inc. and Mem-
phis, Tenn.-based FedEx Corp. are
bringing in extra workers and planes
to handle all flower shipments from
Colombia and Ecuador, where the
bulk of the roses sold in the United
States are grown.

And demand is predicted to be
high, with roughly 175 million ros-
es produced for Monday’s holiday,
according to the Society of Ameri-
can Florists.

FedEx this week expects to carry
900,000 shipments of Valentine’s
Day gifts, including flowers, teddy
bears and chocolates. UPS said it ex-
pects to move in excess of 20 mil-
lion flowers alone.

“While our total volume is rough-
ly the same as last year, our peak
day — Monday — is going to be 30
percent higher than last year,” said
Jack Muhs, FedEx's vice president
of global network planning.

FedEx doesn’t deliver on Sundays,
so more shipments of flowers this
year will be made on Monday. Last
year, the holiday fell on a Saturday.

“Most of the husbands or sweet-
hearts want to get the product there
on Valentine’s Day,” Muhs added.
“This year, with the holiday falling on
a Monday, we're focusing a lot of at-
tention on the weekend.”

To handle the extra volume, FedEx
is adding more than 100 refrigerated
trucks and more than 50 flights this
week. Spokeswoman Lourdes Pena
said about 40 corporate employees
have volunteered to he

Ip at the company’s Miami distri-
bution hub.

At UPS, the company said that
during the run-up to Valentine’s
Day, it doubles its number of flights
out of South America to handle the
flower shipments. Retailers place
their orders with growers in
Ecuador, who then work with ex-
port cargo agents to get shippers
such as UPS to bring the flowers
into the United States.

UPS operates a 200,000-square-
foot warehouse at the Miami airport
to store the flowers it brings in from
South America.

“UPS’s transportation responsibili-
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ty is to deliver the flowers on time to
our warehouse in Miami. The import
agents collect those flowers from us
and take them to distribution cen-
ters,” Tom O’Malley, UPS’s vice presi-
dent of cargo, said.

The National Retail Federation es-
timates consumers will spend less on
average this Valentine's Day, though
more people will be celebrating the
holiday, which could give a boost to
overall spending. It says 2005 Valen-
tine’s Day spending is expected to
reach $13.2 billion.

Greeting cards remain the most
popular gift, though nearly 58 per-
cent of men surveyed by the retail
group said they plan to buy flowers
for their sweethearts.

Valentine’s Day cards account for 7
percent of all individual greeting
cards sold industry-wide for the year,
with about 200 million cards ex-
changed among sweethearts, said
Rachel Bolton with Hallmark Cards
Inc. That'’s not including boxed cards
and miniature Valentines often
passed among school-aged kids.

That slice of market ties Valen-
tine’s Day with Christmas for the
biggest card-giving holiday.

And often cards accompany flow-
ers on the most romantic of holidays.
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