DIRECTOR: Harald Briining

YEAR 21

N0.9223

POS

MONDAY January 12, 2026

AILY

-

https://www.macaupostdaily.com MOP 6.00

UM to set up 5 sci-tech faculties this year

Khalel Vallo

The University of Macau (UM) will
establish five new science and technology
faculties through faculty restructuring, with
the new academic structure set to commence
operations on August 1 this year, according
to a statement from the public university on
Friday.

According to a statement, the restructuring
will see UM expand from two to five science
and technology faculties, with student
enrolment in related disciplines expected to
reach about 14,500 at the five new faculties
in the future.

Currently, the university has five faculties
in the Humanities and Social Sciences, as
well as the Faculty of Health Sciences and
the Faculty of Science and Technology, the
statement noted.

Rector Song Yonghua (aka Yonghua
Song) said in the statement that the move will
enhance the university’s capacity for scientific
and technological innovation and support
its goal of becoming an internationally
recognised university of excellence.

The five faculties will be the Faculty of
Medicine, Faculty of Information Science
and Computing, Faculty of Engineering, and
Faculty of Science and Faculty of Design, the
statement noted.

The Faculty of Medicine will be formed
through the expansion of the current Faculty
of Health Sciences and is expected to enrol
about 4,000 students, while the faculties of
Information Science and Computing and
Engineering are each projected to enrol around
4,000 students as well, the statement said.

Portugal starts early voting
for presidential election

LISBON —More than 218,000 registered
voters began casting ballots yesterday
through Portugal’s early and mobile voting
system for the presidential elections, as the
country prepares to choose a successor to
President Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa.

Yesterday’s early voting took place
one week ahead of the main election day
on January 18, using a flexible system
that allows voters to cast ballots at any
designated polling station nationwide.

Meanwhile, presidential candidates contin-
ued campaigning across the country, with most
activities concentrated in northern regions.

The candidates in the race include
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This artist’s rendition provided by the University of Macau (UM) on Friday shows the headquarters of the future Faculty of Medicine (top right), Faculty of
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Information Science and Computing (bottom right), Faculty of Engineering (top left), and Faculty of Design located on the campus in the Guangdong-Macau
In-Depth Cooperation Zone in Hengqin. The rendition does not show the university’s future Faculty of Science which will be located elsewhere.

Meanwhile, the statement added that the
Faculty of Design is expecting an enrolment
of around 1,500 students, with the Faculty
of Science expecting an enrolment of around
1,000 students.

The statement added that the Faculty of
Medicine will introduce new departments,
consisting of the Department of Clinical
Medicine, the Department of Medicinal Food
and Nutrition Sciences, and the Department
of Dentistry.

Antonio José Seguro, Henrique Gouveia e
Melo, Luis Marques Mendes, Jodo Cotrim
de Figueiredo, among others.

If no candidate secures an absolute
majority in the first round, a runoff election
between the two leading contenders is
scheduled for February 8.

Among those voting early yesterday
was President Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa
himself, who registered for early voting
“with the aim of calling attention to this
modality that allows greater flexibility for
Portuguese citizens to vote,” according to a
previous statement. Voting is not mandatory
in Portugal. — Xinhua

In addition, the Faculty of Information
Science and Computing will comprise
the Department of Computer Science,
the Department of Artificial Intelligence,
the Department of Microelectronics, the
Department of Robotics, the Department of
Electronic and Communication Engineering,
and the Department of Financial Technology
and Business Intelligence, the statement said.

The Faculty of Engineering will comprise
four new departments: the Department of

Materials Science and Engineering, the
Department of Energy Science and Engineering,
the Department of Chemical and Biological
Engineering, and the Department of Biomedical
Engineering, according to the statement.

The Faculty of Science, the statement said,
will comprise the Department of Mathematics,
the Department of Physics, the Department of
Chemistry, and the Department of Biological
Sciences.

Continued on p.3

Portugal’s Socialist Party (PS) presidential candidate Antonio José Seguro (right) gestures during a visit
to a shop during a campaign activity in Lisbon on Wednesday last week. Portugal goes to the polls to

elect a new president on January 18.

- AFP
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From lab to market, China accelerates

frontier tech deployment

From robots deployed at airports and hotels to autonomous
vehicles navigating city roads and quantum computing tackling
complex industrial calculations, innovations in China are moving
rapidly from laboratories into real-world applications. —Story on p. 6
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Iran’s president says ‘rioters’
must not disrupt society

Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian yesterday said
“rioters” should not be allowed to disrupt society, in his
first remarks after three nights of intensified protests
against the country’s authorities.
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— Storyonp. 10

Trump tells Cuba to‘make a
deal, before it is too late’

US President Donald Trump urged Cuba yesterday to
“make a deal” or face unspecified consequences, warn-
ing that the flow of Venezuelan oil and money to Havana
would now stop.

— Story on p. 12
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Scammer coaxes victim into acting as his ‘money mule’

Ida Cheong

A mainlander was arrested in
Macau on Friday evening for coaxing
another mainlander into becoming
his “money mule”*, Judiciary
Police (PJ) spokesman Cheong Siu
Keong announced in a regular press
conference on Saturday.

Cheong identified the suspect as
a 32-year-old male, surnamed He,
who claimed to be jobless.

The “money mule” had initially
been the victim of an “authorities’
impersonation scam” by the same
fraudster.

According to Cheong, the investi-
gation began on November 19, when
a bank employee notified the Judi-
ciary Police about a young woman
who acted ‘“abnormally” while
withdrawing a large sum of money
for the second time.

An  investigation  revealed

that she had fallen victim to an
“authorities’ impersonation scam”
and had handed over 557,280
patacas to the “money mule”, who
was caught by the police at the same
time.

The “money mule”, after
collecting the cash, delivered it to
He at a hotel in Cotai as instructed
by the fraudster. At the time of the
police investigation, He had already

transferred the money through
cryptocurrency.
Thanks to prompt police

intervention, the “money mule”
was prevented from transferring a
further 437,750 patacas handed over
by another young female victim on
November 18, the full amount of
which was recovered, Cheong said.

A follow-up investigation
uncovered that the “money mule”
was originally ascam victim himself.

He was defrauded out of 400,000
yuan on October 16. Subsequently,
the fraudsters convinced him to
assist the “Chinese Public Security
Bureau” to collect money from the
two female victims, and hand over
the money to He, as this would help
“atone for his crimes through good
deeds”, Cheong added.

Cheong noted that He was
intercepted by police at Macau
International ~ Airport on  Friday
evening, as he prepared to leave the
city. He has been detained on suspicion
of aggravated fraud and money
laundering and was transferred to the
Public Prosecutions Office (MP) on
Saturday for further investigation.

The “money mule” has
been handed over to the Public
Prosecutions Office for further
investigation. B

*The term “money mule” refers

Police nab 1 for false accusation, 6 for
illegal currency exchange

Armindo Neves
The Judiciary Police (PJ)
nabbed a male gambler for

making a false accusation and
six males for illegal currency
exchange activities on Thursday,
PJ spokesman Cheong Siu

Keong said during a special press
conference on Friday.

Judiciary Police (PJ) officers escort the hooded false accusation suspect to a PJ van

The septet are from the Chinese
mainland.

Cheong identified the false accuser
as a 33-year-old driver surnamed Hou.
The six illegal currency exchange
dealers are aged between 27 and
45, one surnamed Li, one surnamed
Yang, two surnamed Zhang and
two surnamed Zhong, neither the

outside the PJ headquarters in Zape on Friday. — Photos: Armindo Neves

Judiciary Police (PJ) officers escort the six illegal currency exchange suspects to a
PJ van outside the PJ headquarters in Zape on Friday.
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Macau Weather

DRY.

CLOUDY APART FROM SUNNY
INTERVALS.

FORCE 3 TO 4 EASTTO
NORTHEASTERLY WINDS,
OCCASIONALLY FORCE 5 WITH
GUSTS.

RELATIVE HUMIDITY

WILL RANGE

BETWEEN 45%

AND 80%. 14°C~20°C
Source: SMG

Zhangs nor the Zhongs are related,
according to Cheong, who also said
that the six told the police that they
are unemployed, seamen, farmers,
and construction workers. He added
that one of the dealers was a victim of
Hou’s false accusation, Cheong said.

On Wednesday night, according
to Cheong, Hou, who had gambled
away all his money, approached an
illegal exchange dealer outside a
casino in Cotai, falsely claiming he
wanted to exchange HK$60,000 in
chips for gambling. After receiving
the chips, Hou immediately attempted
to run away but was intercepted by the
victim (one of the six illegal currency
exchange dealers) who managed
to retrieve the chips, Cheong said.
Following the failed theft attempt,
Hou then falsely reported to the police
that he had been robbed.

While investigating the alleged
theft attempt, Cheong said that PJ
officers found the victim and five
other mainland Chinese men in a
hotel room early Thursday morning.

According to Cheong, PJ
officers discovered that the six
were involved in illegal currency
exchange activities, having
operated in Macau since July of
last year. One of them repeatedly
assisted in attracting gamblers to the
gang’s illegal currency exchange
“services”, while the other five
were conducting the transactions
ranging from several dozen to over
a hundred times, earning a profit
of HK$70 to HK$100 for every
HK$10,000 illegally exchanged,
Cheong said, adding that each of
them claimed to have made a profit
of less than HK$15,000 in total.

According to Cheong, PJ
officers seized HK$111,000 in cash,
HK$270,000 in gambling chips and
multiple mobile phones from the six
suspects.

The seven mainlanders have been
transferred to the Public Prosecutions
Office (MP), Hou facing a charge
of making a false accusation, with
the other six each facing an illegal
currency exchange charge. B

The hooded money-laundering scam suspect is escorted by Judiciary Police
(PJ) officers from the PJ headquarters in Zape to a vehicle on Saturday.

- Photo: Armindo Neves

to a person who is used to transfer  financial crime. Money mules may
illegally acquired money on behalf unknowingly or knowingly assist
of others, often as part of a scam or  criminals in laundering funds. — Poe

Police arrest’jet rat’ for
theft on aeroplane

amount was the same as that
that had disappeared from his
backpack, but he also told the
police that the paper bag did not
belong to him.

Upon an investigation,
Cheong said that PJ officers
discovered that Guo had stolen
the money and hidden it inside the
paper bag of another passenger,
intending to retrieve it later.
However, because the victim
noticed the loss and reported it
immediately, Guo pretended to

According to Cheong, on be “helpful” by pointing out the
Friday, the victim boarded a bag, Cheong said.
flight from Macau to Thailand A  follow investigation,
and placed his backpack in the Cheong said, revealed that Guo
overhead luggage compartment.  was also linked to another similar

Upon realising that he was in  case. In November, a passenger
the wrong seat, Cheong said that from the Chinese mainland had
the victim retrieved his backpack 4,000 yuan stolen while on a
and discovered that HK$43,000 flight from Bangkok to Macau,
in cash inside it had vanished. The = Cheong said.
victim immediately notified the That victim only discovered
flight attendants, who reported the the theft after arriving in Macau
incident to the police, Cheong said. and checking into a hotel, at

At that time, the plane was which point he reported the
still at the local airport, waiting incident, according to Cheong.
to takeoff. In the Friday’s case, PJ

Cheong said that Guo, seated officers seized various non-local
nearby, took the initiative to currencies equivalent to around
inform the victim then that he had  HK$4,600 from the suspect.
found a paper bag containing cash Guo has been transferred to
in another luggage compartment. the Public Prosecutions Office
The victim confirmed that the (MP), facing a theft charge. m

Armindo Neves

The Judiciary Police (PJ)
arrested a mainlander for theft on an
aeroplane, PJ spokesman Cheong
Siu Keong said during a special
press conference on Saturday.

Cheong identified the suspect
as a 55-year-old man surnamed
Guo, who told police that he’s a
farmer.

Thieves stealing valuable
on board a plane are known as
“jet rats” (“fei gei lou syu”) in
Cantonese slang.

Various non-

local currencies
equivalent to
around HK$4,600
seized from Guo
on Friday and
HK$43,000 allegedly
stolen by him
onboard a plane
ready to depart for
Thailand on that
day are displayed
during Saturday’s
special press
conference at the
Judiciary Police
(PJ) headquarters
in Zape. - Photo:
Armindo Neves
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Govt warns one more Nestlé infant formula
found to contain Bacillus cereus

Armindo Neves

The Pharmaceutical Supervision and
Administration Bureau (ISAF) and the
Macau Municipal Affairs Bureau (IAM)
issued a joint health alert on Saturday
warning that one more Nestlé NAN infant
formula product was found to contain the
potentially poisonous Bacillus cereus.

Bacillus cereus is a species of
bacteria known for its ability to cause
foodborne illnesses, such as diarrhoea
and abdominal cramps.

The statement said that Nestlé Hong

Kong Ltd issued an alert on Saturday that
one more batch of the Swiss company’s
various infant formula products may have
been contaminated with the bacillus.

Upon verification, both local bureaus
said that none of the affected batches of
infant formula have been imported into
Macau.

The statement said that the source
country of the problematic product is
Germany, named NAN PRO 1 2HMO
800g, with batch number 51670742F2
and an expiration date of June 16, 2027.
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A man talks to sales staff at a Western pharmacy on Rua dos Mercadores in the city centre last

night.

- Photo: Armindo Neves

Both local bureaus said a joint health
alert on Wednesday that certain Nestlé-
Wyeth Nutrition infant formula products
are suspected to contain Bacillus cereus.

Both bureaus said they are highly
concerned about the case and have taken
immediate action, Wednesday’s statement
said. The joint alert came after Hong Kong’s
Centre for Food Safety, which is a part
of the Food and Environmental Hygiene
Department (FEHD), had urged the public
last Tuesday not to consume certain batches
of powered infant and young children
formula produced by Nestlé.

According to last Tuesday’s FEHD
statement, Bacillus cereus is commonly
found in the environment. Unhygienic
conditions in food processing and storage
may give rise to its growth. Cereulide*
is a heat-stable toxin produced in food
by some strains of Bacillus cereus.
Consuming food contaminated with
excessive Bacillus cereus or its heat-
stable toxins may cause gastrointestinal
upsets such as vomiting and diarrhoea. B

* Cereulide is a highly potent, heat-
stable, and acid-resistant toxin produced
by certain strains of the bacterium Bacillus
cereus. It is the primary cause of the emetic
(vomiting) type of food poisoning associated
with Bacillus cereus. — DeepSeek

Gongbei Customs busts 19,683 smuggling cases
worth 9.6 billion yuan in 2025

Ida Cheong

Zhuhai’s Gongbei Customs Anti-
Smuggling Department said in a
statement on Saturday that it investigated
a total of 19,683 smuggling cases last
year, involving an estimated 9.613 billion
yuan (11.06 billion patacas).

Among them, 51 major -cases
involved more than 10 million yuan each,
according to a statement released by
Zhuhai’s Gongbei Customs.

The statement noted that Gongbei
Customs cracked down on parallel traders’
smuggling activities, investigating 11,828
cases last year. Notably, the “GD2502”
parallel trader smuggling case involved
an estimated value of 1.752 billion yuan.
Meanwhile, maritime smuggling was also
strictly targeted, with 12 criminal cases
investigated, involving an estimated value

Over the past year, Gongbei Customs
maintained a “zero-tolerance” attitude
towards the smuggling of “foreign
waste”*, investigating 57 related cases,
the statement said, adding that smuggling
of endangered species and their products
was rigorously pursued, with 103 cases
investigated. = Major  non-tax-related
cases, such as those involving endangered
butterfly products, were also investigated.
Additionally, 58 confiscated endangered
wild big-headed turtles were returned to
the Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region, the statement said.

Customs combat smuggling of
firearms, ammunition, & drugs
In 2025, Gongbei Customs prioritised
the fight against smuggling of firearms,
ammunition, and drugs as a key task
to safeguard national security, and the

This undated
handout photo
provided by Zhuhai’s
Gongbei Customs

on Saturday shows
Gongbei Customs
officials investigating
the “GD2502” parallel
trader smuggling
case, officially
estimated to be worth
1.752 billion yuan.

largest-ever case involving smuggling
of drug-making substances in Gongbei
was investigated, with 528,000 tablets
of pseudoephedrine-containing drugs**
seized, the statement added.

The statement pointed out that
through enhanced cooperation with local
public security and market supervision
departments, the Gongbei Customs Anti-
Smuggling Department busted seven
money laundering cases, involving a total
amount of 3.86 million yuan last year.

The statement noted that as 2026 marks
the beginning of the nation’s 15" Five-Year
Plan, Gongbei Customs will go all out to
keep pressure high on smuggling, fully
safeguard national security, and support
the high-quality development of the
Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater
Bay Area’s economic development. B

*Foreign waste (F£313%) is commonly
used, especially in China and other East
Asian countries, to refer to solid waste
imported from overseas that is often of
poor quality, contaminated, or difficult to
recycle. - DeepSeek

** Pseudoephedrine-containing drugs
are medicinal products that include pseu-
doephedrine as an active ingredient. Pseu-
doephedrine is a sympathomimetic amine
that works by constricting blood vessels in
the nasal passages, reducing congestion.
- DeepSeek

UM marks
45 anniversary
with Open Day

University of Macau (UM) Rector Song Yonghua (aka Yonghua
Song) addresses the opening ceremony of the public
university’s 45" anniversary and Open Day at the Lakeside
Theatre on its main campus in Hengqin yesterday morning.

- Photo: Khalel Vallo
Khalel Vallo

The University of Macau (UM) celebrated its 45"
anniversary in conjunction with its Open Day yesterday,
titled “UM Anniversary Open Day”, which invited
the public to explore the public university’s latest
developments, academic strengths, and campus culture.

The opening ceremony for the university’s 45%
anniversary celebrations was held at 11 a.m. at the
university’s Lakeside Theatre, followed by the Open
Day, which ran until 5 p.m.

The opening ceremony brought together local
government officials, representatives from Central
People’s Government offices, members of the
education sector, scholarship donors, partners,
faculty, students and alumni. Among the guests were
Education and Youth Development Bureau (DSEDJ)
Director Kong Chi Meng, Liaison Office Education
and Youth Affairs Department Director Li Xuefei and
UM Rector Song Yonghua (aka Yonghua Song).

In his address, Kong highlighted UM’s role
as a university rooted in Macau, integrated into
national development and connected globally, and
expressed hope that it would play a leading role in
advancing the integrated development of Macau and
Henggqin through its presence in the Macao-Hengqin
International Education (University) Town.

Meanwhile, Song reviewed UM’s development
over the past 45 years, noting its transformation into
Macau’s only comprehensive research-orientated
public university of international standing. He
underlined that construction of UM’s new campus in
the Guangdong-Macao In-Depth Cooperation Zone in
Henggin began at end of last month, with full operation
scheduled for 2029 under a ‘dual-campus’ model.

The ceremony also featured presentations on
research achievements in drone technology, unmanned
surface vessels and legged service robots by faculty
members from the Faculty of Science and Technology.

Around 250 activities took place across the main
campus, including admission talks, academic lectures,
research showcases, guided tours, and interactive games.

Meanwhile, the university’s faculties, research
institutes, and residential colleges organised workshops,
science experiments and cultural performances, while
quiz games and lucky draws offered prizes such as
headphones and e-readers. B (More on page 5)

UM to set up 5 sci-tech faculties this year

Continued from p.1

Moreover, the Faculty of Design will con-
sist of the Department of Visual Communica-
tion Design, the Department of Architecture
and Urban Design, and the Department of
Industrial Design, said the statement.

According to the statement, the Faculty of
Science will focus on “foundational support”

in the basic sciences for technological
innovation in Macau and nationwide, while
the Faculty of Design will integrate artificial
intelligence (Al) with design education.

The objective of the restructuring is to
optimise resources under the university’s
‘dual-campus’ model, with programmes
offered across the main campus and the

Guangdong-Macao In-Depth Cooperation
Zone in Hengqin campus, aiming to strengthen
collaboration with industry and international
institutions, the statement noted.

After the restructuring, UM will have
10 faculties, its existing five faculties in the
Humanities and Social Sciences, and five new
sci-tech faculties. Its existing faculties in Health

Sciences and Science and Technology will be
replaced by the five new sci-tech faculties.

According to UM, the initiative also aims to
reflect its commitment to strengthening science
and technology education, supporting Macau and
Henggin’s integrated development, and cultivating
high-calibre multidisciplinary talent aligned with
the city’s long-term development goals. m
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Exhibits are showcased at the Former Barra Slaughterhouse Site for the ongoing “Macao Coffee
Walk: Creative IP lllustration Exhibition”. - Photos: Rui Pastorin

EXHIBITION AT BARRA HIGHLIGHTS 4 LOCAL IPs
Hlustraror showcase concludes

Rui Pastorin

rtworks featuring four local IPs (Intellectual
Properties) are being showcased at the Former
Barra Slaughterhouse Site for the “Macao Coffee
Walk: Creative IP Illustration Exhibition”.
Co-organised by the Macau Specialty Coffee Association
(MSCA) in conjunction with “Sem Sorriso” (Portuguese
for “Without a Smile”), the free-admission exhibition is
on until January 25, with the exhibits comprising the IPs
“UNDERDOG x Beanie”, the “Mr.Bubbles Family”,
“whatelephant”, and “Sweet Sister & Pudding Bear”. Each
brings a pop of colour to the venue, while also showcasing
to exhibitiongoers the imagination of the creators behind
each original local IP.
The exhibition serves as the centrepiece of the second

Macao Coffee Walk, according to a statement displayed
at the gallery, with the recent event having been held in
partnership with 60 local coffee shops. The four featured IPs
together hope to discover the “infinite possibilities between
coffee and cultural creativity”.

“We believe every cup of coffee holds the pulse of
its city. And Macau’s pulse beats in harmony of East and
West...Through the visual language of these IP artworks,
we rediscover coffee’s local soul”, the statement added. One
may view the works daily from 12 noon to 7 p.m.

‘DECADE — Exhibition of Macao
Illustrators’ reaches conclusion

Meanwhile, another nearby exhibition titled “DECADE
— Exhibition of Macao Illustrators” at the Navy Yard No. 1
concluded its run with its final day yesterday.
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The exhibition showcased the selected works by
Macau Illustrator Association (MIA) members, along
with their collaborators. Among the exhibits showcased
were artworks by over 30 illustrators, as well as other
items including toys, posters and a section featuring
designs on T-shirts.

A recent statement at the venue highlighted that over the
past decade, the association has become a “key pillar of the
local illustration field”. The statement further underlined
that the works by the association members have garnered
recognition in contests in the whole nation and abroad,
marking the growing presence of Macau illustrators within
a wider cultural field.

Both exhibitions had integrated resort operator MGM
among the supporting entities.

Photos of the
“DECADE —
Exhibition

of Macao
Illlustrators”
taken yesterday,
its final day, by
Rui Pastorin
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UM ‘transitional’ classrooms in Hengqin open
to public for first time

Tony Wong in Henggqin

Yesterday’s Open Day of
the public University of Macau
(UM), in addition to being held
on its main campus, also included
its current teaching and research
facility operated in Hengqin during
the ongoing “transitional period”
before the scheduled completion
of its new, second campus on the
island in Zhuhai City in 2028.

The future new campus will be
the university’s first campus outside
the jurisdiction of the Macau Special
Administrative Region (MSAR)
and it will be the university’s second
campus.  Geographically, both
campuses are located in Henggqin,
but the first, the current one is under
the MSAR’s direct jurisdiction on
a plot of land, covering one square
kilometre, leased from the Chinese
mainland.

The 106-square-kilometre Henggin
island in Zhuhai City is officially
known as Guangdong-Macao In-Depth
Cooperation Zone in Henggin.

Construction of the UM new
located in the west of

campus,

This photo taken yesterday shows Block
A of Yuxin Tower.
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Visitors participate in the “UM Seal: Lacquer Bookmark Crafting” event in a
classroom of the university’s Transitional Research and Education Site in Hengqin’s

Yuxin Tower during yesterday’s Open Day.

Hengqin island, fully commenced
in December last year, marked by a
“construction commencement” cer-
emony at that time. The university
held a “land handover and ground-
breaking” ceremony in December
2024 marking the launch of the new
campus project at that time.

The UM’s teaching and research
facility currently in operation in
Henggqin has been set up in an office
building there so that the university’s
teaching and research activities can
be carried out for the time being
on the island during a transitional
period before the completion of its
new campus. The facility is officially
known as Transitional Research
and Education Site of the Campus
in the Guangdong-Macao In-Depth
Cooperation Zone in Hengqin.

The current Transitional
Research and Education Site, which
started operating in August 2024,
is housed on the 9" to 12" floors in
Block A, Yuxin Tower (F15 K JH)
in Hengqin. It was open to members
of the public for the first time during
yesterday’s UM Open Day.

The UM is scheduled to operate
two Transitional Research and
Education Sites in Hengqin before
the operational start of its new
campus. The other Transitional
Research and Education Site, to be

- Photos: Tony Wong

located in Dezhi Plaza (f8%] f15),
is scheduled to start operating in
August this year.

Both Yuxin Tower and Dezhi
Plaza are located near the Macau
government-developed Macau New
Neighbourhood (MNN) residential
estate.

Dezhi (“Virtue and Wisdom™)
Plaza, a property development
project consisting of about a dozen
high-rise and low-rise buildings,
was initially slated to operate as
a “German City” commercial
complex, but it is now being
converted into the first phase of
the Macau government’s Macau-
Hengqin International Education
(University) Town project.

Macau-Hengqin
International Education
(University) Town’s 3 phases

The Macau-Hengqin Inter-
national Education (University)
Town is one of the Macau govern-
ment’s four future large-scale proj-
ects aiming to inject new impetus
into Macau’s long-term develop-
ment. Except the university town,
the other three large-scale projects
will all be located in Macau.

The Macau government
plans to develop its Macau-
Hengqin International Education

Prospective students listen to a presentation about the UM’s new campus, held at
the site’s exhibition hall, during yesterday’s Open Day.

(University) Town project in three
phases. The first phase is transitional
teaching and research facilities
to be used by three Macau public
universities, namely UM, Macao
Polytechnic University (MPU), and
the Macao University of Tourism
(UTM), before the completion of
their respective new campuses in
Hengqin.

In the first phase, according to
the Macau government’s previous
announcements, the MPU and UTM
are also scheduled to start operating
their respective transitional teaching
and research facilities in Hengqin
in August or September this year,
namely in Dezhi Plaza, where the
UM will run its second Transitional
Research and Education Site.

The upcoming transitional
teaching and research facilities in
Dezhi Plaza to be shared by the
three universities will cover a gross
floor area of 65,000 square metres.

The second phase is the UM’s
new campus in Hengqin, the partial
and full operation of which are
slated for 2028 and 2029, while the
third phase is the new campuses of
the MPU and UTM in Henggqin,
construction of which, according to
the Macau government’s previous
announcements, is slated to start in
2027 and be completed in 2030.

Open Day tour

During yesterday’s UM Open
Day, a tour of the UM Transitional
Research and Education Site in
Hengqin’s Yuxin Tower was held
by several UM staff members for
prospective students and other
members of the public visiting
there.

According to the tour, which
the Post also attended, the UM
is currently running classes for
eight postgraduate programmes
in its Transitional Research and
Education Site in Yuxin Tower,
attended by over 420 students.

The four-floor site, according
to the tour, covers a total gross
floor area of 4,478 square metres,
including facilities such as an
exhibition hall, classrooms, meeting
rooms, office rooms, shared office
spaces, and laboratories.

As its current Transitional
Research and Education Site,
the second one to be located in
Dezhi Plaza will also only run
postgraduate classes.

The UM expects to have around
800 students in its two transitional
sites in Hengqin in the upcoming
new academic year 2026/27.

Yesterday’s tour also included
a presentation about the UM’s new
campus. B

Govt vows to use Al in handling public feedback

Tony Wong

The government has reaffirmed
that artificial intelligence (Al)
technologies will be adopted with
the aim of helping public servants
more effectively tackle enquiries,
opinions and complaints raised by
residents.

The Public Administration and
Civil Service Bureau (SAFP) made
the remarks in a reply to a written
interpellation by lawmaker Sharon
Loi I Weng.

Loi, a teacher by profession, is
the vice-principal of the school run
by the influential Macau Women’s
General Association (commonly
known as Fu Luen in Cantonese).

After Loi made the written
interpellation in late November, the
bureau replied last month, which
has now been uploaded onto the
legislature’s website.

Loi’s interpellation came after
Secretary  for  Administration
and Justice Wong Sio Chak told
lawmakers in November that
the government had completed
establishing the basic framework
for a single and simple platform
for residents to raise opinions
and complaints related to all
government entities, with this
new public feedback gathering
platform to be operated through the
applications of big data models as
well as artificial intelligence (AI)
technologies.

The SAFPreply said that with the
aim of enhancing the government’s
effectiveness in handling public
opinion, it is reforming its public
feedback gathering and processing
mechanism in three aspects, namely
the legal system, technologies used
for feedback platforms, and public

entities performance evaluation
management.

3 aspects

In terms of the first aspect, the
reply said, the government will
establish unified standards for all
public entities to tackle opinions
and complaints raised by residents,
while also “improving” the deadline
for the public entities to make their
reply and more clearly defining their
responsibility on the matter.

In terms of the second aspect,
the government will establish
a standardised management
mechanism, where it will establish a
single platform to handle residents’
opinions and complaints with the use
and applications of Al technologies,
with the aim of assisting public
servants to receive and handle the
opinions and complaints.

The reply said that this will
also enables the seamless transfer
and tracking of residents’ opinions
across different public entities,
facilitating interdepartmental
coordination in processing their
opinions and ensures that the
opinions will receive timely
responses.

In terms of the third aspect,
the reply said, certain factors such
as the length of time used by the
respective public entities to handle
opinions as well as the residents’
satisfaction level about the public
entities’ reply will be included
in the government’s evaluation
of their respective performances,
with the aim of encouraging public
entities to pay close attention to
public opinions, adopt a people-
orientated approach, and improve
their service quality, in compliance

This undated file photo provided by

Fu Luen to the media shows lawmaker
Sharon Loi | Weng addressing a plenary
session of the legislature.

with the local government’s
ultimate objective of building a
more efficient service-orientated
government. B
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MPU plans to enrol 3,300 students

in coming academic year

o BN

This handout photo taken and provided by the public Macao Polytechnic University (MPU) on Saturday shows participants
during an Open Day activity on its Zape campus that day.

Rui Pastorin

The public Macao Polytechnic
University (MPU) held its Open
Day on Saturday, during which it
was noted that the public university
aims to increase its freshmen intake
by 10 percent from the previous
year, planning to enrol 3,300
students, according to a statement
released on the same day.

Over 8,000 students are
enrolled in degree programmes in
the 2025/2026 academic year, the
statement noted, with the student
population projected to reach
10,000 by September this year.
New degree programmes tailored
to industry trends are also planned
to be launched.

Moreover, as the government

advances the development of the
Macao-Hengqin International Edu-
cation (University) Town, MPU
Acting Rector Vivian Lei Ngan Lin
said during her speech on Saturday
that MPU, under the government’s
co-ordination, will start the initial
phase of giving lessons at the tran-
sitional teaching site in Hengqin
between August and September
this year, focusing on postgradu-
ate education encompassing health
sciences, technological innovation,
and Chinese-Portuguese language
courses. Enrolment procedures are
currently in progress.

Construction of the MPU
campus in Hengqin is planned to
commence in 2027 and is expected
to be completed by 2030, the

statement added.

Lei also highlighted that this
year marks the tertiary educa-
tion institution’s 45" anniversary,
pointing out that the achievements
at MPU have garnered recognition
nationally and internationally, nur-
turing talents across various indus-
tries and contributing to the devel-
opment of the nation and Macau.

Saturday’s Open Day, which
also celebrated the university’s
45" anniversary, featured a raft
of activities such as degree
programme presentations, thematic
exhibitions, workshops, campus
tours and student performances,
with over 4,800 participants,
including parents and prospective
students, in attendance. m

Conviction in Jimmy Lai’s case
demonstrates effectiveness of HK's legal
system for safeguarding national security

Analysis

HONG KONG - The conviction
in Jimmy Lai Chee-ying’s
case was based on a solid and
comprehensive chain of evidence,
demonstrating the robustness and
effectiveness of Hong Kong’s legal
system for safeguarding national
security, Nick Chan Hiu-fung, a
member of the Legislative Council
(LegCo) of China’s Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region
(HKSAR), says.

Chan said in a recent interview
with Xinhua that the trial process
of Lai’s case was entirely open,
fair, impartial, and transparent,
effectively debunking false smears
by external forces and certain
foreign media.

On December 15, 2025, the
Court of First Instance of the
Hong Kong High Court delivered
a verdict on the case of Lai and
three companies linked to the
now-defunct Apple Daily, finding
them guilty on all three counts of
endangering national security.

As a LegCo member of the
legal sector, Chan pointed out that
the judicial proceedings in Lai’s
case fully adhered to the principles
of Hong Kong’s common law
system, with no difference from

the handling of other criminal
cases, and without any special
political considerations.

Hong Kong’s well-established
judicial system also safeguarded
the lawful rights of the parties
involved, which vividly reflects
the fairness and strictness of the
rule of law in Hong Kong.

In response to certain Western
narratives that attempted to package
Lai’s criminal acts as “freedom
of the press,” Chan said that
some Western forces deliberately
distorted the facts, with the real
attempt to interfere in China’s
internal affairs, divert Hong
Kong’s business opportunities, and
seize development prospects.

Chan stressed that freedom of
the press is protected under the
HKSAR Basic Law, but freedom
has never been without limits.
In every society that respects
freedom of expression, clear legal
boundaries are drawn to prevent
acts that endanger national security,
which is not unique to Hong Kong.

Since the implementation of
the national security law in Hong
Kong, Hong Kong has continued
to rank highly in global rule of law
indices. Its judicial rulings are often
cited by overseas courts, reflecting

the confidence and recognition of
the international legal community
in Hong Kong’s judicial system.

Chan said that everyone is equal
before the law. This ruling sends a
clear signal to society that any act that
endangers national security or harms
Hong Kong’s interests under the
guise of human rights, democracy, or
freedom will be severely punished
by law; any attempt to challenge the
authority of the law or cross the red
line of national security will lead to
a dead end.

Chan noted that over the past
five years since the implementation
of the national security law in Hong
Kong, Hong Kong has undergone
a major transformation from chaos
to order. The lawful handling of
Lai’s case has further consolidated
the rule of law foundation for Hong
Kong’s new stage of progress from
order to prosperity.

Chan said that all sectors of
Hong Kong should firmly uphold
the spirit of the rule of law, and
jointly resist baseless malicious
attacks against Hong Kong’s legal
system. Only when the whole
society jointly safeguards the
rule of law and protects national
security can Hong Kong maintain
prosperity and stability. — Xinhua
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From lab to market, China
accelerates frontier tech
deployment

Analysis

HEFEI — From robots deployed
at airports and hotels to autonomous
vehicles navigating city roads
and quantum computing tackling
complex industrial calculations,
innovations in China are moving
rapidly from laboratories into real-
world applications.

At Hefei Xingiao International
Airport in Hefei, the capital of Anhui
Province, a wheeled humanoid robot
named Zerith H1 glides through the
restrooms, automatically adjusting
its height to collect trash, wipe
stains from countertops, and mop
the floor.

Developed by Hefei-based
robotics company Zerith, the
intelligent cleaning robot has been
deployed at more than 20 venues
in major Chinese cities, including
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou
and Shenzhen. It serves shopping
malls, airports and hotels by doing
cleaning and goods sorting.

Founded by a team of post-
2000s graduates from Tsinghua
University, Zerith moved from
a laboratory prototype to mass
production within a year, securing
orders totaling more than 100
million yuan.

“Based on our self-developed,
scenario-specific large model, we
continuously train robots, collect
data and optimize algorithms in
simulated real-world environments,
laying the groundwork for practical
deployment,” said Yang Wei,
Zerith’s chief brand officer.

Yang noted that households
represent the ultimate application
scenario for general-purpose robots.
The startup planned to begin with
business-to-business deployments
in high-end hotels and laundries
that closely resemble household
environments, enabling it to validate
technology and gather real-world
data before eventually bringing
products to average homes.

Beyond robotics, China is
accelerating the commercialization
of other cutting-edge technologies as
the country pushes for breakthroughs
in high-tech industries.

On the western outskirts of
Hefei, researchers are advancing
the development of fusion power
generation. Using technologies
originating from China’s “artificial
sun” project, scientists have developed
security checkup equipment for
subways and proton therapy systems
for treating multiple cancers.

Quantum mechanics, which
marked its centennial in 2025, is
also fueling industrial innovations.

In healthcare, Origin Quantum
has partnered with a medical
university in Anhui to develop
molybdenum-target breast cancer
screening equipment, improving
image analysis accuracy.

In manufacturing, quantum-
precision measurement instruments
developed by CIQTEK can detect
faint signals from magnetic
impurities in raw materials for new-
energy batteries, thereby boosting

inspection efficiency and improving
battery safety.

Chinese innovations are
increasingly expanding abroad. At
a Chery car dealership in Kuala
Lumpur, the AIMOGA humanoid
robot acts as an intelligent sales
consultant. Speaking fluent English,
it greets customers, guides visitors
through showrooms, introduces
product features and even serves
beverages, all with minimal human
intervention.

Zhang Guibing, general
manager of Chery International
and AIMOGA Robotics, said the
robots are already deployed in over
30 countries. The team is exploring
applications in high-speed rail
stations, museums, hospitals and
government service centers.

“Next, we will focus on
standardizing mature scenarios for
rapid global replication,” Zhang said.
“We aim to turn practical demand
into modular capabilities that can be
continuously applied to our second-
and third-generation robots.”

China’s progress in
commercializing frontier technologies
has been supported by coordinated
policy measures, capital investment
and scenario deployment.

Recommendations from China’s
top leadership for formulating
the country’s 15" Five-Year Plan
(2026-2030) call for significantly
strengthening capacity for basic
research and original innovation,
and for achieving faster progress
toward breakthroughs in core
technologies across key fields.

Local governments across China
have rolled out policies to support
technological  innovations  and
future industries.

In October, Shanghai released a
set of measures to accelerate frontier
technology innovation and foster
future industries, aiming to nurture
around 20 leading future industry
enterprises by 2027. Shenzhen has
established three investment funds
totaling 22 billion yuan to support
tech startups.

From government procurement
to diverse application scenarios such
as elderly care, logistics, and urban
transportation, China is providing
a wide range of “real-world
training grounds” for technological
innovation.

Platforms such as Shanghai’s
heterogeneous  humanoid robot
training facility and Hefei’s
Luogang Park full-space unmanned
systems application zone enable
lab technologies to be tested
and optimized in simulated real-
world environments, accelerating
commercialization.

Chen Jiachang, vice minister
of science and technology, said in
December that China will accelerate
the formulation of policies to deepen
the integration of technological and
industrial innovation and encourage
the application of scientific
advances, providing strong support
for the development of new quality
productive forces. —Xinhua
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Xi replies to letter from teachers, students of US youth
education exchange delegation

BEIJING - President Xi
Jinping has replied to a letter from
a US youth education exchange
delegation comprised of teachers
and students from the Diamond
Minds Transformational Leadership
Academy in Miami, Florida, the
University of Florida and the
Miami-Dade College.

In the reply letter dated January 7,

Xi said he was pleased to learn that the
teachers and students had a pleasant
and rewarding journey in China, and
felt their strong interest and sincere
feelings for Chinese culture.

Noting that the hope of China-
US relations lies in the people,
and its future relies on the youth,
Xi said since the launch of the
“50,000 in Five Years” initiative,

over 40,000 US youth have actively
participated, opening a window for
them to understand the real China
and building a bridge to carry
forward the friendship between the
two peoples.

This fully demonstrates that
fostering friendly exchanges and
cooperation is the shared aspiration
of the people of both China and the

Wang Yi calls for advancing China-

United States, he said.

Xi said he looks forward to
more American youth joining the
cause of China-US friendship,
becoming a new generation of
envoys of friendship between the
two countries, and making greater
contributions to enhancing people-to-
people exchanges and promoting the
development of bilateral relations.

The teachers and students of
the US delegation wrote a letter
to Xi recently, reviewing their
visit to China in October 2025 and
expressing gratitude for the “50,000
in Five Years” initiative proposed by
Xi, which has provided a valuable
opportunity to enhance mutual
understanding between youth of the
two countries. — Xinhua

Celebrating 70 years of diplomatic ties, China, Africa
boost cooperation in advancing modernization

Lesotho strategic partnership

Lesotho Prime Minister Sam Matekane (left) shakes hands with Foreign Minister Wang
Yi, also a member of the Political Bureau of the Communist Party of China (CPC) Central

Committee, in Maseru, capital of Lesotho, on Saturday.

MASERU - Visiting Foreign
Minister Wang Yi said on Saturday
that China stands ready to work with
Lesotho to promote the unity and
self-reliance in the Global South
toward their shared modernization,
and to build a community with a
shared future for humanity.

China has always adhered to the
principle of equality for all countries,
big or small, in its diplomacy, and the
China-Lesotho relationship is a good
example in this regard, said Wang,
also a member of the Political Bureau
of the Communist Party of China
(CPC) Central Committee, when
meeting with his Lesotho counterpart,
Lejone Mpotjoana.

China regards Lesotho as a strategic
partner and is willing to work with the
Lesotho side to set a model of mutual
respect, equal-footed cooperation and
shared development between countries
of different sizes, he added.

Noting that his visit marks the 36"
consecutive year that Chinese foreign
ministers have made Africa the
destination of their first overseas visit
in a new year, Wang said that it has
sent a clear message that China and
Africa always stand together to firmly
safeguard the legitimate rights and
interests of Global South countries.

The world is undergoing profound
changes and growing turbulence, and
that unilateralism, hegemonism and
protectionism pose serious threats to
world peace and harm the interests
of all countries, especially small and
medium-sized ones, he said.

The four major global initiatives
proposed by Chinese President Xi
Jinping aim to promote prosperity
through development, ensure stability
through security, build trust through
dialogue among civilizations, and

- Xinhua

achieve fairness through better global
governance, Wang noted.

China appreciates  Lesotho’s
adherence to the one-China principle, he
said, adding that China will, as always,
support Lesotho in safeguarding its
national sovereignty, security, and
development rights and interests.

Wang said that the two sides
should further strengthen strategic
mutual trust, expand people-to-people
exchanges, leverage the benefits of
China’s zero-tariff policies, and deepen
practical cooperation across various
fields, so as to consistently advance the
China-Lesotho strategic partnership.

For his part, Mpotjoana said that
Lesotho regards China as a trusted
strategic partner, and expressed sincere
appreciation for the long-standing
assistance and support provided by
China. The Lesotho side spoke highly
of the important outcomes achieved
through the 10 partnership actions for
jointly advancing modernization by
China and Africa, he added.

Lesotho reiterates its firm
commitment to the one-China principle,
affirms that Taiwan is an inalienable
part of China’s territory, and resolutely
opposes any form of “Taiwan
independence,” said Mpotjoana, adding
that Lesotho supports all efforts made by
China to achieve national reunification.

Mpotjoana said that Lesotho is
willing to deepen cooperation with
China across all areas and to advance, at
a high level, the building of a Lesotho-
China community with a shared future.

The Lesotho side supports the four
major global initiatives proposed by
President Xi, and is willing to work
closely with China in international
affairs to jointly uphold multilateralism
and safeguard world peace and
development, he added. —AFP

Analysis

JOHANNESBURG - This year marks the 70"
anniversary of diplomatic relations between China
and Africa. At this milestone, Foreign Minister Wang
Yi is making his first overseas trip of the year to
Africa, continuing a diplomatic tradition maintained
for 36 consecutive years.

During the trip, Wang, also a member of the
Political Bureau of the Communist Party of China
Central Committee, attended the launch ceremony
of the China-Africa Year of People-to-People
Exchanges at the headquarters of the African Union
(AU) on Thursday.

The long-standing practice sends a consistent
message: regardless of changes in the international
or regional landscape, China remains Africa’s most
reliable friend, its most steadfast partner in pursuing
development and revitalization, and the strongest
supporter of Africa on the global stage.

SHARED DEVELOPMENT

Over the decades, China-Africa cooperation
has been firmly anchored in shared development.
Guided by the principles of sincerity, real results,
amity and good faith, as well as the pursuit of greater
good and shared interests, bilateral cooperation has
steadily advanced toward higher quality and greater
sustainability.

At the Beijing Summit of the Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in 2024, China
established or upgraded strategic partnerships
with 30 African countries. As a result, China has
established a strategic partnership with all 53 African
countries with which it has diplomatic relations.
Both sides agreed to jointly advance modernization
in six aspects and implement 10 partnership actions,
opening a new chapter in building an all-weather
China-Africa community with a shared future for
the new era.

Through practical cooperation, the two sides
have aligned China’s development experience with
Africa’s development needs, promoting shared growth
through mutual benefit. China has applied zero tariffs
to all African countries with diplomatic ties, and
supported the construction or upgrading of nearly
100,000 km of roads, over 10,000 km of railways,
nearly 1,000 bridges and close to 100 ports on the
continent, contributing to Africa’s modernization and
coordinated economic development.

Take the Nairobi Expressway and the Mombasa-
Nairobi Standard Gauge Railway. Kenyan President
William Ruto told Xinhua that they stand as
testaments to the vitality and mutual benefits of the
Kenya-China partnership, which has improved the
domestic connectivity and promoted the regional
integration in East Africa.

According to the outcomes list of follow-up
actions from the Beijing Summit, China has been
actively advancing nearly 600 “small and beautiful”
projects, covering connectivity, poverty alleviation
for the benefit of farmers, health, green development,
digital economy, and people-to-people exchanges,
benefiting almost all African nations.

Atthe G20 Johannesburg Summit last November,
China and host country South Africa jointly
launched the Initiative on Cooperation Supporting

Modernization in Africa, reaffirming support for
African countries to explore development paths
suited to their national conditions and pursue
sustainable growth.

Peter Kagwanja, chief executive of the Africa
Policy Institute, a Nairobi-based pan-African think
tank, said China’s modernization drive has become
an inspiration for Global South countries, many in
Africa, with China’s success in poverty alleviation
and grassroots governance inspiring African nations
in their quest to chart homegrown development
pathways.

PEOPLE-TO-PEOPLE BONDS

Over the years, people-to-people exchanges
have provided enduring support for China-Africa
relations. The two sides have agreed to designate
2026 as the China-Africa Year of People-to-People
Exchanges.

During the year, China and Africa are set to host
a series of people-to-people exchange activities
aimed at promoting exchanges and mutual learning
among the Chinese and African civilizations and
strengthening people-to-people bonds, amity and
cooperation, thus solidifying public support for
China-Africa friendship.

Addressing the launching ceremony of the year of
exchanges in the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa,
Wang highlighted the fruitful results and strong
vitality of cultural and people-to-people exchanges
between China and Africa.

“Facts have proven that people-to-people
exchanges are the most solid foundation of China-
Africa friendship, while mutual learning between
civilizations serves as the most powerful driving
force behind China-Africa cooperation,” he said.

Citing progress in China-Africa vocational
education cooperation, Wang noted that China
has established 17 Luban Workshops in 15
African countries and trained tens of thousands of
professionals, providing strong intellectual support
for Africa’s development.

Madagascar’s Foreign Minister Rafaravavitafika
Rasata said that Chinese institutions such as the
Luban Workshop and the Confucius Institute have
enabled young Madagascans to improve their
technical skills and Chinese language proficiency.
“Partnership with China is fruitful and brings
tangible results,” she said.

Together, China and Africa account for one-third of
the world’s population. Without their modernization,
there will be no global modernization. Their shared
pursuit of modernization is not only vital to their own
development but also to global progress.

Looking ahead, the two sides will continue to
advance together on the path to modernization,
contributing to unity among Global South countries
and to the building of a community with a shared
future for humanity.

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa said
during the 2024 Beijing Summit of FOCAC that
the 10 partnership action plans proposed by China
are fully aligned with the AU’s Agenda 2063.
“The Beijing Summit reflects our shared desire for
modernization, development and progress on the
African continent,” he said. — Xinhua
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Hopes wane for survivors in Phlllppme garbage site collapse

Cheryl Baldicantos with Pam
Castro in Manila

CEBU - Hopes of finding
survivors days after the collapse of
a massive mountain of trash in the
central Philippines were fading,
officials said yesterday, as rescue
workers dug through tonnes of rubble.

The recovery of a body
yesterday brought the confirmed
death toll to seven, with at least 29
people still missing as the crucial
72-hour window since the landslide
in Cebu City came to an end.

About 50 sanitation workers
were buried on Thursday when the
mountain of garbage toppled onto
them from an estimated height of
20 storeys at the Binaliw Landfill,
a privately operated facility that
handles refuse for the city of nearly
one million.

“Yesterday [Saturday], we detected
two signs of life through our specialised
radar. There were still heartbeats 30
metres below the debris, but right now,
there are no reports of that anymore,”
local fire officer Wendell Villanueva
told AFP yesterday.

He said it was unlikely “for
people to still be alive” three days

Families of victims wait at the holding area after a landslide at the landfill in
Barangay Binaliw, Cebu City yesterday.

after “tonnes of debris and trash had
collapsed over them”.

So far 12 employees have been
pulled alive from the garbage and
hospitalised.

On Saturday, a rescue official
said emergency workers had faced
the danger of further collapse by
the still-shifting mountain of refuse,
forcing pauses in their efforts.

Rain had only increased that
danger, Villanueva said.

-AFP

In a phone call with AFP,
Villanueva said the focus was expected
to turn from rescue to recovery today,
later adding that the final decision
would be up to an inter-agency team.

A public information officer
separately said the focus was likely
to shift to recovering bodies.

Outside the disaster site, dozens
of family members huddled under
tents provided to shield them from the
sun, while others found spots nearer

Bomb attacks on Thailand petrol stations injure 4: army

BANGKOK -  Assailants
detonated bombs at nearly a dozen
petrol stations in Thailand’s south
early yesterday, injuring four
people, the army said, the latest
attacks in the insurgency-hit region.

A low-level conflict since 2004
has killed thousands of people
as rebels in the Muslim-majority
region bordering Malaysia battle
for greater autonomy.

Several bombs exploded within
a 40-minute period after midnight
yesterday, igniting 11 petrol stations
across Thailand’s  southernmost
provinces of Narathiwat, Pattani and
Yala, an army statement said.

Authorities did not announce

N Korea demands detailed ‘explanation’
from Seoul over drone incursion

SEOUL — North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un’s powerful sister has
demanded a detailed “‘explanation”
from Seoul over a drone it accused
South Korea of flying over its territory,
state media reported yesterday.

The North alleged on Saturday
that a craft crossed from the South
Korean border county of Ganghwa
into the North Korean city of Kaesong
in early January, and released photos
of wreckage from the drone it claimed
to have shot down.

Seoul rejected the claim, with its
defence ministry saying the drone was
not a model operated by its military.

“Fortunately, the ROK’s military
expressed an official stand that it
was not done by itself and that it has
no intention to provoke or irritate
us,” Kim Yo Jong said, using South
Korea’s official name in a statement
carried by the state-run Korean
Central News Agency (KCNA).

“But a detail [sic] explanation
should be made about the actual
case of a drone that crossed the

any arrests or say who may be
behind the attacks.

“It happened almost at the
same time. A group of an unknown
number of men came and
detonated bombs which damaged
fuel pumps,” Narathiwat Governor
Boonchauy Homyamyen told local
media, adding that one police
officer was injured in the province.

A firefighter and two petrol
station employees were injured in
Pattani province, the army said.

All four were admitted to
hospitals, none with serious injuries,
a Thai army spokesman told AFP.

Thailand’s Prime  Minister
Anutin Charnvirakul told reporters

southern border of our Republic,”
she said, according to KCNA.

In response to the North’s
accusation, Seoul’s military said
its own investigation had revealed
it does not “possess the unmanned
aerial vehicle in question, nor did
it operate any unmanned aerial
vehicles at the time and date
specified by North Korea”.

President Lee Jac Myung on
Saturday ordered a “swift and
rigorous investigation” by a joint
military-police investigative team.

On the possibility that civilians
operated the drone, Lee said:
“If true, it is a serious crime that
threatens peace on the Korean
Peninsula and national security.”

But Kim said she did not care
whether it was a military or civilian
drone, saying “that is not the one
[detail] we want to know”.

“Clear is just the fact that the
drone from the ROK violated
the airspace of our country,” she
added, according to KCNA.

that security agencies believed the
attacks were a “signal” timed with
elections for local administrators
taking place yesterday, and “not
aimed at insurgency”’.

The army’s commander in
the south, Narathip Phoynok,
told reporters he ordered security
measures raised to the “maximum
level in all areas” including at road
checkpoints and borders.

The nation’s deep south is culturally
distinct from the rest of Buddhist-
majority Thailand, which took control
of the region more than a century ago.

The area is heavily policed by
Thai security forces — the usual
targets of insurgent attacks. — AFP

Kim ended her statement
calling South Korea “a group of
hooligans and scrap”.

Analysts said Kim Yo Jong’s
statement suggested Pyongyang wanted
to treat the issue as a diplomatic matter.

“Pyongyang has indicated it has no
intention of turning this into a military
issue through Kim’s statement,” said
Hong Min, an analyst at the Korea
Institute for National Unification.

But her demand for an
explanation “signals a shift toward
a diplomatic offensive by holding
the authorities accountable” for the
incursion, he told AFP.

The new drone allegation comes
as former president Yoon Suk Yeol
is standing trial on charges that he
illegally ordered drone operations,
hoping to provoke a response from
Pyongyang and use it as a pretext
for his short-lived bid to impose
martial law.

Yoon was impeached and
removed from office in April last year
over his martial law attempt. — AFP

the facility to watch the rescue efforts.

“What we want now is to find them.
Alive or dead —so we can properly take
care of them,” said Jezille Matabid,
whose brother Junelle, a welder at the
site, was among the missing.

‘Going crazy’

Another woman, who declined
to give her name, said the lack of
information about her older sister, a
landfill employee, had been agonising.

“We feel like we’re going crazy
here just waiting for an update. She’s
three-months pregnant,” she said.

Elmer Aguilar, whose brother
Larry, a welder, was among the
missing, said he had come with 10
others hoping to aid in the search
effort, only to be turned away.

“We went here because we
thought we could help dig, but when
we arrived, the guards did not allow
us to enter.”

Joel Garganera, a Cebu City
council member, described the height
from which the trash fell as “alarming”,
estimating the top of the pile had stood
20 storeys above the area struck.

Images released by police
showed a massive mound of trash

atop a hill directly behind buildings
that officials told AFP contained
administrative offices and housing
for employees.

In an interview with local media,
Cebu Mayor Nestor Archival
pointed to a recent earthquake and
typhoon-driven rains as potential
precipitating circumstances.

But Garganera said the mountain
of garbage had been an obvious danger.

“Every now and then, when it rains,
there are landslides happening around
the city,” with “a landfill or a mountain
that is made of garbage” posing a
particular danger, Garganera said.

“The garbage is like a sponge,
it really absorbs water. It doesn’t
[take] a rocket scientist to say that
eventually, the incident will happen.”

He said the disaster was a
“double whammy” for the city,
noting that the facility was the
lone service provider for Cebu and
adjacent communities.

According to the website of
operator Prime Integrated Waste
Solutions, the landfill processed 1,000
tonnes of municipal solid waste daily.

Calls to the company went
unanswered yesterday. —AFP

Malaysia suspends access
to Musk’s Grok Al: regulator

KUALA LUMPUR - Malaysia
suspended access to Elon Musk’s
chatbot Grok over Al-generated
pornographic content, the country’s
tech regulator said yesterday.

The decision follows global
backlash after it emerged that Grok’s
image creation feature allowed users
to sexualise pictures of women and
children using simple text prompts.

On Saturday Indonesia became
the first country to deny all access to
the tool, which has been restricted
to paying subscribers elsewhere.

The Malaysian Communications
and Multimedia Commission said
in a statement it had “directed a
temporary restriction on access to the
Grok artificial intelligence for users in
Malaysia” with immediate effect.

When an AFP reporter in the
Malaysian capital Kuala Lumpur
fed Grok prompts yesterday, there
was no response.

“This action follows repeated
misuse of Grok to generate obscene,
sexually explicit, indecent, grossly
offensive and non-consensual ma-
nipulated images,” the regulator said.

The statement cited ‘“‘content

involving women and minors, despite
prior regulatory engagement and formal
notices” issued to Musk’s X Corp. and
xAl startup which developed Grok.

The Al tool is integrated into
social media platform X.

The Malaysian regulator said it
deemed the platform’s safeguards
inadequate, adding that access
would resume only after the
required changes are verified.

X Corp. had “failed to address
the inherent risks posed by the design
and operation of the Al tool”, relying
“primarily on user-initiated reporting
mechanisms”, the regulator said.

European officials and tech
campaigners on Friday slammed
Grok after its controversial image
creation feature was restricted to
paying subscribers, saying the
change failed to address concerns
about sexualised deepfakes.

Grok had appeared to deflect the
criticism with a new monetisation
policy, posting on X on Thursday
that image generation and editing
were now “limited to paying
subscribers”, alongside a link to a
premium subscription. —AFP

Election volunteers check voter lists at a booth outside a polling station during

the second phase of Myanmar’s general election at Kawhmu township in Yangon
yesterday. Myanmar’s junta opened polls yesterday in the second phase of elections,
continuing a vote democracy watchdogs say is letting the military prolong its rule in

a civilian guise.

-AFP
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6 killed, 9 injured in cylinder blast
in Pakistan’s capital

ISLAMABAD — At least six
people, including a newlywed
couple, were killed and nine others
injured in a gas cylinder explosion
at a wedding house in Pakistan’s
federal capital, Islamabad, early
yesterday, local authorities said.

The explosion occurred at around
2 a.m. local time inside a residential
building, where a wedding ceremony
was underway, triggering panic
and damaging nearby structures,
said Irfan Nawaz Memon, Deputy
Commissioner Islamabad.
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All 15 people trapped under
the debris were rescued during the
operation, the official said, adding
that the injured were taken to the
hospital for treatment.

At least four houses in the
surrounding area were affected by the
blast, according to rescue officials.

Authorities said the rescue
operation had been completed
and that the exact cause of the
explosion would be determined
following a detailed investigation.

— Xinhua

Security personnel examine the site of a gas explosion in Islamabad, capital of

Pakistan yesterday. The death toll from a gas explosion at a wedding house in
Pakistan’s federal capital, Islamabad, has risen to eight, including a newlywed

couple, while 11 others were injured, local authorities said yesterday.

- Xinhua

Scores of homes razed, one dead
in Australian bushfires

SYDNEY - Bushfires have
razed hundreds of buildings across
southeast Australia, authorities
said yesterday, as they confirmed
the first death from the disaster.

Temperatures soared past 40C
as a heatwave blanketed the state
of Victoria, sparking dozens of
blazes that ripped through more
than 300,000 hectares combined.

Fire crews tallied the damage
as conditions ecased yesterday.
A day earlier, authorities had
declared a state of disaster.

Emergency Management
Commissioner Tim Wiebusch said
over 300 buildings had burned to the
ground, a figure that includes sheds
and other structures on rural properties.

More than 70 houses had been
destroyed, he said, alongside huge
swathes of farming land and native
forest.

“We’re starting to see some of our
conditions ease,” he told reporters.

“And that means firefighters
are able to start getting on top of
some of the fires that we still have
in our landscape.”

Police said one person had
died in a bushfire near the town of
Longwood, about two hours’ drive
north of state capital Melbourne.

“This really takes all the wind out
of our sails,” said Chris Hardman from
Forest Fire Management Victoria.

“We really feel for the local
community there and the family,
friends and loved ones of the
person that is deceased,” he told
national broadcaster ABC.

Photos taken this week showed
the night sky glowing orange
as the fire near Longwood tore
through bushland.

“There were embers falling
everywhere. It was terrifying,” cattle
farmer Scott Purcell told ABC.

Another bushfire near the small
town of Walwa crackled with
lightning as it radiated enough heat
to form a localised thunderstorm.

Hundreds of firefighters from
across Australia have been called
in to help.

Australian  Prime  Minister
Anthony Albanese said he was
talking with Canada and the United
States for possible extra assistance.

Millions have this week
sweltered through a heatwave
blanketing much of Australia.

High temperatures and dry
winds combined to form some of the
most dangerous bushfire conditions
since the “Black Summer” blazes.

The Black Summer bushfires
raged across Australia’s eastern
seaboard from late 2019 to early
2020, razing millions of hectares,
destroying thousands of homes and
blanketing cities in noxious smoke.

Australia’s climate has warmed
by an average of 1.51C since 1910,
researchers have found, fuelling
increasingly frequent extreme weather
patterns over both land and sea.

Australia remains one of the
world’s largest producers and
exporters of gas and coal, two
key fossil fuels blamed for global
heating. —AFP
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Ex-king voices concern over state

KATHMANDU — Nepal’s former
king Gyanendra Shah has expressed
concern over the state of the country
four months after a youth-led uprising
toppled the previous government.

At least 76 people were killed
during the demonstrations last
September, which saw four-time
prime minister KP Sharma Oli ousted
and replaced by former chief justice
Sushila Karki in an interim capacity
until elections scheduled later this year.

Shah, who was deposed in 2008 at
the end of a decade-long civil war, has
largely refrained from commenting
on Nepal’s fractious politics.

Butin a 12-minute video address
on Saturday for national unity day,
he warned Nepal “itself might not
survive anymore”.

“Nearly two decades since we
left the palace, the crisis the country
continues to face has us worried,” Shah
said, with a picture of the late king
Prithvi Narayan Shah, the first to rule a
united Nepal, visible in the background.

“Yesterday, there was a concern
that there was no development in
the country, but today there is a
bigger worry that the country itself
might not survive any more.”

He criticised leaders who
had failed to heed the needs of
young people and this had “bred
dissatisfaction among the youths”.
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protests

Pro-royalists gather for the 304" birth anniversary celebrations of modern Nepal
founder King Prithvi Narayan Shah at his statue in front of the Singha Durbar, the main

administrative building for the country’s government, in Kathmandu yesterday.

“Seeking  solutions  without
national consensus is merely wasting
time. Let us all unite and move
forward in the journey of prosperity.”

Shah was crowned in 2001 after
his elder brother king Birendra Bir
Bikram Shah and his family were
killed in a palace massacre.

Shah suspended the constitution
and dissolved parliament in 2005,
triggering a democratic uprising in
which a Maoist insurgency sided
with Nepal’s political establishment
to orchestrate huge street protests.

That eventually precipitated the
end of the conflict, with parliament
voting in 2008 to abolish Nepal’s
240-year-old Hindu monarchy.

Public support for restoration of

- AFP

the monarchy has grown in tandem
with dissatisfaction over political
instability, corruption and slow
economic development.

Last May, thousands of royalists
marched in the capital Kathmandu
demanding the restoration of the
monarchy, but leaders of major
political parties said it was “just a
daydream”.

Yesterday, royalists marked the
anniversary of the birth of Prithvi
Narayan Shah in front of Kathmandu’s
main administrative hub.

“We will have no country if
there is no king,” said Dhurba Raj
Giri, 70, a farmer.

“Without a king as our guardian,
the country is in this trouble.” — AFP

Sequestered Suu Kyi overshadows military-run Myanmar election

YANGON — Ousted Myanmar
leader Aung San Suu Kyi has been
siloed in military detention since a
2021 coup, but her absence looms
large over junta-run polls the generals
are touting as a return to democracy.

The Nobel Peace  Prize
laureate was once the darling of
foreign diplomats, with legions of
supporters at home and a reputation
for redeeming Myanmar from a
history of iron-fisted martial rule.

Her followers swept a landslide
victory in Myanmar’s last elections
in 2020 but the military voided the
vote, dissolved her National League
for Democracy (NLD) party and has
jailed her in total seclusion.

As she disappeared and a
decade-long democratic experiment
was halted, activists rose up — first
as street protesters and then as
guerrilla rebels battling the military
in an all-consuming civil war.

The octogenarian — known in
Myanmar as “The Lady” and famed
for wearing flowers in her hair —
remains under lock and key as her
junta jailers hold polls overwriting
her 2020 victory.

The second of the three-phase
election began yesterday, with Suu
Kyi’s constituency of Kawhmu
outside Yangon being contested by
parties cleared to run in the heavily
restricted poll.

Suu Kyi’s reputation abroad has been
heavily tarnished over her government’s
handling of the Rohingya crisis.

But for her many followers in
Myanmar, her name is still a byword
for democracy, and her absence on
the ballot, an indictment it will be
neither free nor fair.

Accidental icon

Suu Kyi has spent around two
decades ofher life inmilitary detention
— but in a striking contradiction, she
is the daughter of the founder of
Myanmar’s armed forces.

She was born on June 19, 1945,
in Japanese-occupied Yangon during
the final weeks of World War I1.

Her father, Aung San, fought for
and against both the British and the
Japanese colonisers as he sought to
secure independence for his country.

He was assassinated in 1947,
months before the goal was achieved,
and Suu Kyi spent most of her early
years outside Myanmar —first in India,
where her mother was an ambassador,
and later at Oxford University, where
she met her British husband.

After General Ne Win seized power
in 1962, he forced his brand of socialism
on Myanmar, turning what was once
Asia’s rice bowl into one of the world’s
poorest and most isolated countries.

SuuKyi’s elevation to achampion
of democracy happened almost by
accident when she returned home in
1988 to nurse her dying mother.

Soon afterwards, at least 3,000
people were killed when the military
crushed protests against its authoritarian
rule — a catalyst moment for Suu Kyi.

A charismatic orator, the then-
43-year-old found herself helming a
burgeoning democracy movement, but
was put under house arrest in 1989.

Her National League for
Democracy party nonetheless surged
to a landslide election victory in
1990. But the generals were not
prepared to give up power.

Suu Kyi spent around 15 of the
following 20 years in detention,

largely at her Yangon home where
she often roused crowds with
speeches over her boundary wall.

The junta offered to end her
imprisonment at any time if she left
the country permanently, but Suu Kyi
refused and was awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize while detained in 1991.

Her campaign took a heavy toll
— she missed her husband’s death
from cancer in 1999 and much of
her two sons’ childhoods.

Rank and file

The military eventually granted
her freedom in 2010, just days
after elections her party boycotted,
but which brought in a nominally
civilian government. She became
an MP in a 2012 by-election.

Her movement swept the next
poll three years later, prompting
jubilant celebrations by massive
crowds, a flurry of visits from long-
absent foreign leaders and a striking
mood of public optimism.

But there was global revulsion
at a 2017 army crackdown that
forced roughly 750,000 members
of the Rohingya minority to flee to
neighbouring Bangladesh.

Her government appeared in
lockstep with the military, denying
claims the Rohingya suffered rape,
extrajudicial killings and arson attacks.

Suu Kyi travelled to The Hague to
rebut charges of genocide against them
at the UN’s top court in 2019 — tanking
her reputation on the international circuit.

But her relationship with the
powerful military establishment
remained fraught and they snatched
back power after the 2020 vote, claiming
fraud had marred the poll. —AFP
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Iran’s president says ‘rioters’ must
not disrupt society

PARIS - [Iranian President
Masoud Pezeshkian yesterday said
“rioters” should not be allowed to
disrupt society, in his first remarks
after three nights of intensified
protests against the country’s
authorities.

Protests in Iran initially sparked
by anger over the rising cost of living
have lasted two weeks, becoming a
movement against the theocratic
system in place since the 1979
revolution.

Pezeshkian in an interview with
state TV yesterday said “protesting
is the people’s right”, but echoed
authorities in drawing a line between
outcry over Iran’s dire economy and
“rioters” they allege are backed by
the United States and Israel.

“The people [of Iran] should

not allow rioters to disrupt society.
The people should believe that we
[the government] want to establish
justice,” he told state broadcaster
IRIB.

Pezeshkian called on Iranians
to “come together and not let these
people riot” on the streets.

“If people have a concern we
will hear them, it is our duty to
hear them and solve their problems.
However, our highest duty is to not
allow rioters to come and disrupt the
society,” he said.

Large crowds have gathered
across the country in recent days,
chanting anti-government slogans
despite an internet blackout that
rights groups have warned is being
used to obscure a deadly crackdown
by security forces.

State TV has aired images of
buildings, including a mosque on fire,
with authorities saying members of
the security forces have been killed.

Pezeshkian accused the United
States and Israel of “trying to
escalate this unrest with regard to the
economic discussion and solutions
we are working on”.

“They have taken some people
here inside and abroad and trained
them. They brought terrorists in from
abroad into the country,” he said,
calling those who had set the mosque
on fire “not human”.

US President Donald Trump has
said his country “stands ready to
help” demonstrators and threatened
new military action against Iranian
authorities “if they start killing
people”. —AFP

In Gaza hospital, patients cling to MSF as
Israel orders it out

KHAN  YUNIS, Palestinian
Territories — At a hospital in Gaza,
wards are filled with patients fearing
they will be left without care if
Doctors Without Borders (MSF) is
forced out under an Israeli ban due to
take effect in March.

Last month, Israel announced it
would prevent 37 aid organisations,
including MSF, from operating in
Gaza from March 1 for failing to
provide detailed information on their
Palestinian staff.

“They stood by us throughout the
war,” said 10-year-old Adam Asfour,
his left arm pinned with metal rods
after he was wounded by shrapnel in
a bombing in September.

“When I heard it was possible
they would stop providing services,
it made me very sad,” he added from
his bed at Gaza’s Nasser Hospital.

Israel’s Ministry of Diaspora
Affairs and Combating Antisemitism,
which oversees NGO registrations,
has accused two MSF employees of
links to Palestinian militant groups
Hamas and Islamic Jihad, allegations
MSF vehemently denies.

The ministry’s decision triggered
international condemnation, with aid
groups warning it would severely
disrupt food and medical supplies to
Gaza, where relief items are already
scarce after more than two years of war.

Inside the packed Nasser Hospital
in southern Gaza, one of the few
medical facilities still functioning
in the territory, MSF staff were
still tending to children with burns,
shrapnel wounds and chronic
illnesses, an AFP journalist reported.

But their presence may end soon.

The prospect was unthinkable for
Fayrouz Barhoum, whose grandson
is being treated at the facility.

“Say bye to the lady, blow her
a kiss,” she told her 18-month-old
grandson, Joud, as MSF official
Claire Nicolet left the room.

Joud’s head was wrapped in
bandages covering burns on his
cheek after boiling water spilled on
him when strong winds battered the
family’s makeshift shelter.
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A Palestinian boy walks past a clinic of Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF; Doctors
Without Borders), in the al-Rimal neighborhood of Gaza City yesterday. Banned from
the Gaza Strip together with 36 aid bodies, medical charity Doctors Without Borders
said on Saturday it will have to end its operations there in March if Israel does not

reverse its decision.

“At first his condition was
very serious, but then it improved
considerably,” Barhoum said.

“The scarring on his face
has largely diminished. We need
continuity of care,” she said.

‘We will continue working’

AFP spoke with patients and
relatives at Nasser Hospital, all of
whom expressed the same fear:
that without MSF, there would be
nowhere left to turn.

MSF says it currently provides at
least 20 percent of hospital beds in
Gaza and operates around 20 health
centres.

In 2025 alone, it carried out more
than 800,000 medical consultations
and over 10,000 deliveries.

“It’s almost impossible to find
an organisation that will come here
and be able to replace all what
we are doing currently in Gaza,”
Nicolet told AFP, noting that MSF
not only provides medical care
but also distributes drinking water
to a population worn down by a
prolonged war.

“So this is not really realistic.”

Since the start of the war in
October 2023, triggered by Hamas’s

- AFP

deadly attack on southern Israel,
Israeli officials and the military
have repeatedly accused Hamas of
using Gaza’s medical facilities as
command centres.

Many have been damaged by
two years of bombardments or
overcrowded by casualties, while
electricity, water and fuel supplies
remain unreliable.

Aid groups warn that without
international support, critical
services such as emergency care,
maternal health, and paediatric
treatment could collapse entirely,
leaving hundreds of thousands of
residents without basic medical care.

Humanitarian sources say at
least three international NGO
employees whose files were rejected
by Israeli authorities have already
been prevented from entering Gaza
through the Kerem Shalom crossing.

“For now, we will continue working
as long as we can,” said Kelsie Meaden,
an MSF logistics manager at Nasser
Hospital, adding that constraints were
already mounting.

“We can’t have any more
international staff enter into Gaza,
as well as supplies... we will run into
shortages.” — AFP
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Son of ousted shah tells
Fox‘prepared to return
to Iran’

Shah of Iran, Reza Pahlav, during a rally in “Solidarity with Iran’s Uprising”,
organised by the National Council of Resistance of Iran, in central London

yesterday, protesting against the Iranian government.

WASHINGTON - The US-
based son of Iran’s ousted shah
said yesterday he was prepared
to return to the country and
lead a transition to a democratic
government.

“I’m prepared to return to Iran
at the first possible opportunity.
I’'m already planning on that,”
Reza Pahlavi said on Fox News

- AFP

show “Sunday Morning Futures”
with Maria Bartiromo.

He added: “My job is to lead
this transition to make sure that
no stone is left unturned, that in
full transparency, people have an
opportunity to elect their leaders
freely and to decide their own
future.”

— AFP

Israeli army strikes south
Lebanon after warning

BEIRUT — The Israeli army
struck an area of southern
Lebanon yesterday after
issuing an evacuation warning,
Lebanese state media said, with
the military saying it attacked
Hezbollah infrastructure.

The strikes came days after
the Lebanese military said it had
completed disarming Hezbollah
south of the Litani River, the
first phase of a nationwide plan,
though Israel has called those
efforts insufficient.

Lebanon’s official National
News Agency (NNA) reported
that “enemy warplanes launched
more than 10 raids on the
threatened location” in the town
of Kafr Hatta, which lies north
of the Litani, noting “significant
damage” to buildings there.

The Israeli military said it was
“striking Hezbollah infrastructure
in several areas” shortly after
issuing an evacuation warning for
Kafr Hatta.

Israel has kept up regular
strikes in Lebanon despite a
November 2024 ceasefire that
sought to end more than a year
of hostilities between it and
Hezbollah.

Earlier yesterday, the Israeli
army announced it had carried
out strikes on what it said
was Hezbollah infrastructure
elsewhere in the «“

south “in
response to Hezbollah’s

continuous violations of the
ceasefire understandings”.

The NNA reported “a series
of wviolent Isracli strikes” on
Jezzine, Mahmudiyeh and Al-
Dimasqiyeh, as well as “more
than 10 strikes” on Al-Bureij, all
in southern Lebanon.

Most of the targeted areas are
located north of the Litani.

Under heavy US pressure
and fearing expanded Israeli
strikes, Lebanon has committed
to disarming the Iran-backed
militant group, which was badly
weakened by its war with Israel.

Lebanon’s army said on
Thursday that it had “achieved
the objectives of the first
phase” of its disarmament plan,
covering the area south of the
Litani — around 30 kilometres
from the Israeli border — with the
intention to extend it to the rest
of the country.

Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s office
said in response that the ceasefire
“states clearly, Hezbollah must
be fully disarmed”.

Lebanon’s efforts, it added,
“are an encouraging beginning,
but they are far from sufficient,
as evidenced by Hezbollah’s
efforts to rearm and rebuild”.

Despite the truce, Israel has
also maintained troops in five
south Lebanon areas it deems
strategic. —AFP
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Syrian govt forces take control of Aleppo’s Kurdish
neighbourhoods

Bakr Alkasem

ALEPPO - Syria’s government
was in full control of Aleppo
yesterday after taking over the
city’s Kurdish neighbourhoods and
evacuating fighters there to Kurdish
autonomous areas following days of
deadly clashes.

Residents of the Ashrafiyeh
neighbourhood, the first of two areas
to fall to the Syrian army, began
returning to their homes to inspect
the damage, finding shrapnel and
broken glass littering the streets.

The violence started earlier
last week after negotiations stalled
on integrating the Kurds’ de facto
autonomous administration and forces
into the country’s new government.

A Syrian security official told
AFP on condition of anonymity that
419 Kurdish fighters, including 59
wounded and an unspecified number
of dead, were transferred from the
Sheikh Magqsud neighbourhood —
the second area to come under army
control — to the Kurdish-controlled
zone in the northeast.

The arriving fighters were
met with tears and vows of
vengeance from hundreds of

people who gathered to greet them
in the northeastern Kurdish city
of Qamishli, according to AFP
correspondents at the scene.

“We will avenge Sheikh
Magsud... we will avenge our
fighters, we will avenge our

martyrs,” Umm Dalil, 55, said.

A correspondent saw crossed-
out images of Syrian President
Ahmed al-Sharaa, Turkish Foreign
Minister Hakan Fidan and US
envoy Tom Barrack, as people
chanted against Sharaa.

Kurdish leader Mazlum Abdi
said on X that the combatants were
evacuated “through the mediation
of international parties to stop the
attacks and violations against our
people in Aleppo”.

The Syrian official said that 300
other Kurds, including fighters and
members of the domestic security
forces, had been arrested.

Britain-based monitor the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights told
AFP that 300 “young Kurds” had
been arrested, stating that they were
“civilians, not fighters”.

Damaged walls, looted
homes

Yesterday in Ashrafiyeh, an AFP
correspondent saw people carrying
bags and blankets return to their homes
after being searched by security forces.

Yahya al-Sufi, a 49-year-old
clothing seller, told AFP he had fled
during the violence.

“When we returned, we found
holes in the walls and our homes
had been looted... Now that things
have calmed down, we’re back
to repair the walls and restore the
water and electricity,” he said.

Some had hoped calm would
prevail between the government in

Outgoing Honduras president
calls for Trump meeting

TEGUCIGALPA — Honduras’s
outgoing President called for a
meeting with US  counterpart
Donald Trump on Saturday to
discuss November’s election saying
his public backing of winner Nasry
Asfura “negatively influenced” the
democratic process.

Asfura, a conservative
businessman, was declared winner
of the presidential election on
December 24, weeks after a
tight race marred by delays and
allegations of fraud.

Trump’s support of Asfura
fuelled  allegations of  US
interference in the election in one of
Latin America’s poorest countries.

Xiomara Castro, who finishes
her term on January 27, addressed
Trump in a post to X inviting her US
counterpart to “hold direct and frank
dialogue on the electoral process in
Honduras.”

Castro  pointed
“public  statements” in favour
of Asfura which she deemed
“negatively influenced the
development of the democratic
process and affected” her party’s
candidate.

Asfura, a 67-year-old son of
Palestinian immigrants, narrowly
defeated fellow conservative TV
personality Salvador Nasralla, 40.1
percent to 39.5 percent.

Rixi Moncada, a lawyer from the

to  Trump’s

leftist Libre Party, which currently
runs the government, trailed behind
in third with 19.2 percent.

Castro, in her lengthy post on
X, also said she had signed a decree
passed by the Central American
country’s legislature demanding
a recount of the November 30
presidential election.

That legislative effort
prompted a rebuke by the US State
Department on Saturday, with the
Bureau of Western Hemisphere
Affairs warning on X that “attempts
to illegally overturn Honduras’s
election  will have  serious
consequences.”

It was not immediately clear
what impact Castro’s decree would
have, given the independent status
of the National Electoral Council.

“In the face of the false
information circulating and
the recent message from the
State Department, [ consider it
indispensable to formally invite”
Trump to “an audience or direct
call, to address with responsibility,
mutual respect and transparency the
electoral situation in Honduras,”

she added in her post.
Shortly before the election,
Trump  publicly called for

Hondurans to vote for Asfura and
threatened cuts to US funding if
others won, prompting allegations
of foreign interference. —AFP
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A crossed-out image of Syrian President Ahmed al-Sharaa lies on the ground as
Kurdish fighters bused out of the northern city of Aleppo following a ceasefire, arrive

in the Kurdish-controlled northeastern city of Qamishli yesterday.

Damascus and the Kurdish fighters.

“We didn’t want things to get this
bad. I wish the Kurdish leadership
had responded to the Syrian state.
We’ve had enough bloodshed,” said
Mohammed Bitar, 39, who stayed in
the Ashrafieh neighbourhood.

“There’s no Arab, no Kurd,
we’re all Syrians.”

Sheikh ~ Magsud, however,
remained off limits yesterrday, with
residents barred from returning, an
interior ministry source told AFP.

An AFP correspondent in the
area saw burnt armoured vehicles,
cars loaded with ammunition and
many landmines authorities took
during their combing operation.

Syrian authorities said yesterday

- AFP

that the toll from the fighting had
reached “24 dead and 129 wounded
since last Tuesday”, while the
Observatory reported 45 civilians
and 60 soldiers and fighters were
killed from both sides.

The Observatory reported “field
executions” and the burning of
fighters’ bodies in Sheikh Magsud by
government forces, along with other
“violations”, but AFP was unable to
independently verify the claims.

‘Return to dialogue’

US envoy Tom Barrack met
Saturday with Syrian President
Ahmed al-Sharaa, and afterwards
issued a call for a “return to dialogue™
with the Kurds in accordance with an

integration agreement sealed last year.

Abdi in his statement called on
“the mediators to abide by their
promises to stop the violations”.

The Kurdish-led Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF), which
Abdi heads, control swathes of the
country’s oil-rich north and northeast,
much of which they captured during
Syria’s civil war and the fight against
the Islamic State (IS) group.

Neighbouring Turkey, a close
ally of Syria’s new leaders, views
the SDF’s main component as an
extension of the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK), which agreed last
year to end its four-decade armed
struggle against Ankara.

Turkey has launched successive
offensives to push Kurdish forces
from the frontier.

TheMarchintegrationagreement
between Damascus and the Kurds
was meant to be implemented last
year, but differences, including
Kurdish demands for decentralised
rule, stymied progress.

The Aleppo fighting recalled a
chapter in Syria’s civil war when
fierce fighting pitted the city’s rebel-
held east against the west, then
controlled by the forces of ousted
leader Bashar al-Assad.

Assad’s forces seized control of
the entire city in December 2016,
forcing the opposition and their
families to evacuate to what was
then the rebel stronghold of Idlib in
the northwest. —AFP

Pope prays for dialogue, peace

in Iran and Syria
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A giant screen shows Pope Leo XIV addressing the crowd from the window of the apostolic palace overlooking St. Peter’s

Square during his Sunday Angelus prayer at the Vatican yesterday.

VATICAN CITY — Pope Leo
XIV offered prayers for those
killed in protests in Iran and in the
conflict in Syria during his weekly
Angelus prayer yesterday, calling
for dialogue and peace.

“My thoughts turn to what
is happening these days in the
Middle East, particularly in
Iran and Syria, where persistent
tensions are causing the deaths of

many people,” the US pontiff said
at the Vatican.

“I hope and pray for the patient
cultivation of dialogue and peace,
for the common good of society as
a whole.”

Leo also offered his prayers
for the people of Ukraine
following “particularly serious”
Russian strikes focused on energy
infrastructure.

- AFP

The attacks were “hitting the
civilian population hard, just as
the cold weather is getting worse”,
the head of the world’s 1.4 billion
Catholics said.

“l pray for those who are
suffering and renew my appeal
for an end to violence and for
efforts to achieve peace to be
intensified.”

— AFP
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Trump tells Cuba to ‘make a deal,
before it is too late’

WASHINGTON — US President
Donald Trump urged Cuba yesterday
to “make a deal” or face unspecified
consequences, warning that the flow
of Venezuelan oil and money to
Havana would now stop.

The island near Florida has
been a US foe and ally of Caracas
for decades, but Trump has ramped
up his threatening language in
recent days — particularly after
Washington toppled Venezuela’s
leftist leader Nicolas Maduro.

“THERE WILL BE NO
MORE OIL OR MONEY GOING
TO CUBA - ZERO!” Trump said
on his Truth Social platform. “I
strongly suggest they make a deal,
BEFORE IT IS TOO LATE.”

Trump provided no details
about what potential deal he
referred to, or what such an
arrangement would achieve.

His remarks came a week after
US forces seized Maduro in a
nighttime operation in Caracas that
killed dozens of Venezuelan and
Cuban security forces.

A week ago, Trump stated that
“Cuba is ready to fall,” noting
that the island’s economic crisis
was worsening and that it would
be difficult for Havana to “hold

th)

out” without receiving heavily
subsidised Venezuelan oil.

Earlier yesterday the president
reposted a message suggesting US
Secretary of State Marco Rubio — a
child of Cuban immigrants — could
become the president of Cuba.

Trump shared that post with the
comment: “Sounds good to me!”

In a separate message soon
afterwards, Trump said that “Cuba
lived, for many years, on large amounts
of OIL and MONEY from Venezuela.
In return, Cuba provided ‘Security
Services’ for the last two Venezuelan
dictators, BUT NOT ANYMORE!”

“Most of those Cubans are
DEAD from last week’s U.S.A.
attack, and Venezuela doesn’t need
protection anymore from the thugs
and extortionists who held them
hostage for so many years.”

Cuba’s communist government
rejected the suggestion that Havana
had been in the pocket of Caracas.

Cuba has “never received
monetary or material compensation
for the security services it has provided
to any country,” Foreign Minister
Bruno Rodriguez posted on X.

He noted Havana has the right to
import fuel from any willing exporter,
“without interference or subordination

to the unilateral coercive measures of
the United States.”

‘Beginning of the end’

Under a US trade embargo,
Havana since 2000 has
increasingly relied on Venezuelan
oil provided as part of a deal struck
with Maduro’s predecessor, the
firebrand leftist Hugo Chavez.

Trump’s provocative language
on Cuba comes as the emboldened
American leader has hinted he has
other countries in his sights after
capturing Maduro.

Trump, who had openly sought
last year’s Nobel Peace Prize, has
recently threatened Colombia,
Mexico, Iran, and Greenland.

Some Republican US lawmakers
yesterday Sunday lauded Trump for
his aggressive comments on Cuba,
including Mario Diaz-Balart, a US
congressman from Florida.

“We are witnessing what [ am
convinced will be the beginning of
the end of the regime in Havana,”
Diaz-Balart posted in Spanish on X.

“The tyranny in Cuba will
not survive the second term of
President Trump, and Cuba will
finally be free after decades of
misery, tragedy, and pain.” —AFP

Guinea-Bissau bans unauthorised press
conferences, public statements

BISSAU - Guinea-Bissau’s
junta on Friday announced it was
banning all unauthorised press
conferences and public statements,
some six weeks after coming to
power in a post-election coup.

After ousting leader Umaro Sis-
soco Embal6 on November 26, just
after the presidential vote, the army
suspended the electoral process and
announced it was taking control of
the coup-prone west African coun-
try for one year.

On Friday the High Military
Command, the junta’s governing
body, said in a statement that “some
individuals and ethnic groups,
particularly political figures, have
promoted secret meetings and

used those to incite violence and
disobedience”, including to the

country’s transitional charter.

The charter was published in
early December and is intended to
provide a legal framework for the
country’s period under military
rule.

The High Military Command
said that it “expressly prohibited the
holding of any press conferences
or public statements that are not
authorised and that jeopardise
peace and social cohesion”.

“Any person or entity that
challenges the public order decreed
by the transitional authorities
will be severely reprimanded, in
compliance with the law,” the
statement said.

After toppling Embal6, the
junta originally alleged drug
barons were conspiring to sow

chaos in the country, a cocaine-
trafficking hotspot.

But in early December,
authorities said instead that the
unstable country faced a “grave”
political situation in the wake of the
ballot “which could degenerate into
a civil war with ethnic undertones”.

Observers and the opposition
have raised the possibility that
Embalé engineered the takeover to
halt the electoral process as he was

losing at the ballot box.
Before November’s coup,
Guinea-Bissau had already

undergone four military takeovers
and a litany of attempted
insurrections since gaining
independence from Portugal in
1974, after an over decade-long
war of liberation. —AFP
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A demonstrator holding a Venezuelan flag shouts slogans during a rally in support of
ousted Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in Valencia, Carabobo state, Venezuela
on Saturday. The US State Department on Saturday urged US citizens in Venezuela
to leave the South American country “immediately,” citing risks from armed militias

searching vehicles for US citizens at roadblocks. - AFP

President Gustavo Petro on Friday
urged Venezuela to jointly fight
drug-traffickers operating across
the two countries’ border, after the
United States threatened further
armed action in the region.

“I have invited Venezuela’s
current president [Delcy
Rodriguez] to act jointly with us
on this,” Petro wrote on X, calling
on her to help see drug gangs
“defeated by our nations in unity.”

On Wednesday, the leftist Petro
agreed in a call with Trump to take

Cuban
president
tells Trump
‘No one tells
us what to do’

HAVANA — Cuba’s President
Miguel Diaz-Canel yesterday rebuffed
US President Donald Trump’s threat
against his country, vowing to defend
it following Washington’s capture of
the leader of his ally Venezuela.

“Cuba is a free, independent and
sovereign nation. No one tells us
what to do,” Diaz-Canel wrote on
X, adding that the Caribbean island
was “ready to defend the homeland
to the last drop of blood.”  —AFP
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Cuban President Miguel Diaz-Canel
attends the IX Latin American and
Caribbean States (CELAC) Summit, at
the Central Bank of Honduras (BCH) in

Tegucigalpa on April 9, 2025. - AFP

Trump signs order to
protect US-held revenue
from Venezuela oil

WASHINGTON — US President
Donald Trump has signed an executive
order protecting US-held money
derived from sales of Venezuelan oil,
after the ouster of Nicolas Maduro,
the White House said.

Inan order signed on Friday, Trump
— who has made clear that tapping
Venezuela’s vast oil reserves was a key
goal in the US ouster of Maduro — is
acting “to advance US foreign policy
objectives,” the White House said in a
fact sheet accompanying the order.

The action follows a meeting on
Friday in Washington where Trump
pressed top oil executives to invest
in Venezuela, and was met with a
cautious reception — with the chief
executive of ExxonMobil describing
the country as ‘“uninvestable”
without sweeping reforms.

ExxonMobil and ConocoPhillips
exited in 2007 after refusing
demands by then-president Hugo
Chavez to cede majority control to
the state. They have been fighting to
recoup billions of US dollars they
say Venezuela owes them.

Chevron is currently the only US
firm licensed to operate in Venezuela.

Trump’s executive order
signed on Friday declares a
national emergency “to safeguard
Venezuelan oil revenue held in US

Treasury accounts from attachment
or judicial process,” the White
House fact sheet said.

In effect, it places those revenues
under special protection in order
to prevent them from being seized
by courts or creditors. The action
is decreed to be necessary for US
national security and foreign policy.

“President Trump is preventing

the seizure of Venezuelan oil
revenue that could wundermine
critical US efforts to ensure

economic and political stability in
Venezuela,” the fact sheet said.

Sanctioned by Washington since
2019, Venezuela sits on about a fifth
of the world’s oil reserves and was
once a major crude supplier to the
United States.

But it produced only around one
percent of the world’s total crude
output in 2024, according to OPEC,
having been hampered by years of

underinvestment, sanctions and
embargoes.
Trump sees the country’s

massive oil reserves as a windfall
in his fight to further lower US
domestic fuel prices.

The executive order came one
week after US forces seized Maduro
in a nighttime operation in the
Venezuelan capital Caracas. — AFP

“joint action” against the cocaine-
smuggling guerrillas that operate
along Colombia’s border with
Venezuela.

The call marked a sharp de-
escalation after months of tensions
between the two.

Trump said on Friday that he
had invited Petro to visit the White
House next month.

Washington has previously
accused Trump arch-critic Petro of
drug trafficking over Colombia’s
mass production of cocaine.

Shortly after the US ouster of

Colombian leader asks Venezuela
to jointly fight drug traffickers

Venezuela’s leftist leader Nicolas
Maduro on Saturday Trump told
Petro to “watch his ass.”

Colombia and Venezuela share
a porous 2,200-kilometre border
where various armed groups vie
for control of the profits from drug
trafficking, illegal mining and
smuggling.

Colombia’s government said
Petro asked Trump to help “strike
hard” at his country’s last major
remaining rebel group, the National
Liberation Army, which has rear
bases inside Venezuela. —AFP
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Olise sparkles as Bayern
fire 8 past Wolfsburg

MUNICH — Michael
Olise  scored twice
and set a Bundesliga
BUNDESLIGA 5
assist record as Bayern
Munich crushed Wolfsburg 8-1
yesterday to go 11 points clear at
the top of the table.

The Bavarians were ruthless in
their return from the winter break,
forcing the struggling Wolves into
two own goals while Harry Kane,
Luis Diaz, Leon Goretzka and
Raphael Guerriero also got on the
scoresheet.

Unbeaten Bayern have now
dropped just four points in 16
Bundesliga games this season, the
best record in Europe’s top-five
leagues.

Olise’s two assists brought his
tally to 25 in 50 league games,
more than any other player to
have played a half-century of
Bundesliga matches.

The victory extended
Bayern’s dominant record against
Wolfsburg, with 21 wins at two
draws in their past 23 games in all
competitions dating back to 2015.

Bayern’s last league defeat
against Wolfsburg came in
January 2015, when a 23-year-
old Kevin de Bruyne scored twice
and laid on another in a 4-1 win
for the Wolves six months before
his move to Manchester City.

Wolfsburg’s hopes of bucking
the recent trend took an early hit
when Killian Fischer deflected a
Diaz cross into his own net.

One-time Bayern academy
player Dzenan Pejcinovic pulled
one back for the Wolves but their
celebrations were short-lived,
with Olise assisting Diaz on the
half-hour mark.

Bayern continued the rampage
early in the second half, with Olise
scoring and forcing Wolfsburg’s
Moritz Jenz into conceding
another own goal inside the space
of three minutes.

Guerreiro, Kane and Olise

all scored inside an eight-
minute period midway through
the second half while Goretzka
added another with two minutes
remaining to round out the rout.

Goretzka’s goal was Bayern’s
63" league goal this season, more
than any other side has scored
in the first 16 matchdays in
Bundesliga history.

Kane’s strike was his 20" in
the league this campaign, keeping
him on track to beat Robert
Lewandowski’s record of 41 in a
Bundesliga season.

Earlier on Saturday, Haris
Tabakovic bagged a brace as
Borussia Monchengladbach

cruised to a 4-0 home win over
Augsburg.

—AFP

Bayern Munich’s Colombian forward
Luis Diaz celebrates scoring the
second Bayern goal during the
German first division Bundesliga
match against VfL Wolfsburg in
Munich, southern Germany, yesterday.
- AFP

AC Milan snatch late draw at
Fiorentina as title rivals Inter
prepare to face Napoli

MILAN — AC Milan
missed the chance to join
semea  Inter Milan at the top of
Serie A after snatching a
late 1-1 draw at Fiorentina, ahead
of their local rivals’ clash with
Scudetto rivals Napoli.
Christopher Nkunku lashed
home Milan’s leveller in the 90
minute at the Stadio Artemio
Franchi to deny Fiorentina just a
third win of a troubled season.
Fiorentina had looked set for
the points after Pietro Comuzzo
headed home the opener in the 66™
minute, but Nkunku’s late strike
left the Tuscans on 14 points in
18" place.
Milan are at risk of falling
five points off the title pace later
yesterday as Inter seek a seventh

straight league success against
reigning champions Napoli.

Antonio Conte’s Napoli trail
Milan by two points and will take
second spot with a win at the San Siro.

Fiorentina are two points
behind Genoa who sit just outside
the relegation zone and host
Cagliari this evening.

Paolo Vanoli’s team seem to
have turned a corner with one
defeat in their last five matches,
and fans are back onside after long
periods of protest at bad results
and a lack of direction.

Supporters applauded Fioren-
tina off the field after a second
match in succession in which they
were pegged back late on, after a
last-gasp penalty coast them a win
at Lazio on Wednesday. —AFP
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Arsenal villain Martinelli turns
FA Cup hat-trick hero

),\ | rlies PORTSMOUTH
pEa — Gabriel Martinelli
shrugged off the

backlash to his clash with stricken
Liverpool defender Conor Bradley
to send Arsenal into the fourth
round of the FA Cup with a 4-1 win
at Portsmouth yesterday.

The Championship side were
dreaming of an upset against the
Premier League leaders when they
went in front after just three minutes
through Colby Bishop.

Arsenal boss Mikel Arteta had
made 10 changes from the side that
drew 0-0 with Liverpool on Thursday.

Martinelli drew stinging
criticism for trying to push Bradley
off the pitch in the closing stages
after the Northern Irishman hit the
ground with a serious knee injury.

Liverpool confirmed yesterday
the right-back will need surgery and
will miss the rest of the season.

The Brazilian apologised to Brad-
ley after the game and did not seem
affected by the furore at Fratton Park.

Arsenal could rely on their
threat from set-pieces to turn the tie
around.

The Pompey lead lasted only
two minutes as Christian Norgaard
bundled in from close range before
Martinelli flicked in the first of his
three goals.

Noni Madueke missed the
chance to make it 3-1 from the
penalty spot when the England
international fired wide.

Arsenal’s Brazilian midfielder Gabriel Martinelli (left) heads the ball to score the

team’s fourth goal, his hat-trick, during the English FA Cup third round against

Portsmouth at Fratton Park in Portsmouth, southern England yesterday.

Martinelli did kill the tie off early
in the second period from Gabriel
Jesus’ cross before completing his
hat-trick from another Arsenal corner.

Leeds needed a second half
fightback to beat Derby County 3-1
and book their place in the fourth
round.

The Premier League side have
lost just once in their last nine games
to pull clear of the relegation zone.

But they were headed for defeat
at half-time to second-tier Derby
after Chilean international Ben
Brereton Diaz drilled a strike into
the bottom corner.

- AFP

Joel Piroe had seen a penalty
saved by Jacob Zetterstrom before
Leeds fell behind but the Dutch
striker redeemed himself by playing
a part in the comeback.

Jaka Bijol played the ball into
the area and Piroe’s neat step-over
allowed Willy Gnonto to smash
home a 55" -minute equaliser.

Just four minutes later Piroe’s low
shot was parried by Zetterstrom and
Ao Tanaka slotted in the rebound.

The visitors made sure of victory
in stoppage time when James Justin
rounded off a slick counter-attack.

— AFP
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MANCHESTER — Manchester
United’s problems mounted as the
managerless Red Devils crashed
out of the FA Cup after a 2-1 defeat
against Brighton yesterday.

Brajan Gruda put Brighton
ahead in the first half at Old Trafford
and former United striker Danny
Welbeck netted after the break.

Benjamin Sesko’s reply came too
late to save his side from a third round
exit as United teenager Shea Lacey
was sent off in the final moments.

United were barraged by jeers
from furious fans following the
latest miserable result in another
troubled season.

Caretaker boss Darren Fletcher
has failed to stop the rot following
Ruben Amorim’s shock sacking
last Monday, with United looking
to appoint an interim manager until
the end of the season

Former United boss Ole Gunnar
Solskjaer and Michael Carrick, a deco-
rated ex-United midfielder, have both
been linked with the temporary role.

But regardless of United’s past
pedigree, the chaos enveloping
Old Trafford hardly makes it an
appealing job for any manager of
stature these days.

Welbeck, 35, was at United
when they won their most recent
Premier League title in 2013 under
Alex Ferguson, who watched the

Brighton debacle from the directors
box as the current generation
showed how far they have fallen
from the Scot’s golden era.

United, currently a disappointing
seventh in the Premier League, are
without a win in four games and
have managed only one victory in
their last seven matches.

That wretched form is unlikely to
improve anytime soon with United
hosting Manchester City next weekend
before travelling to Premier League
leaders Arsenal on January 25.

After a humiliating League
Cup loss at fourth tier Grimsby in
August, United have exited both
domestic cups at the first hurdle for
the first time since 1981-82.

Avenging their 2023 FA Cup
semi-final loss to United, Brighton
have now won on four of their last
five visits to Old Trafford.

United in disarray

United  midfielder  Kobbie
Mainoo started for only the second
time this season as Fletcher left
Casemiro on the bench in one of
three changes from the midweek
2-2 draw at lowly Burnley.

Albion keeper Jason Steele made
fine saves to deny Diogo Dalot and
Bruno Fernandes in the early stages.

But Brighton made the most of
those escapes to take the lead in the
12" minute.

Troubled Man Utd crash out of
FA Cup against Brighton

Welbeck was the catalyst with an
incisive run and cross to Georginio
Rutter, whose header was cleared
off the line by Lisandro Martinez
before Gruda slammed past Senne
Lammens from close-range.

United were in disarray and

chants against co-owners Jim
Ratcliffe and the Glazer family rang
around Old Trafford.

Fernandes sent a free-kick wide
and Matheus Cunha was narrowly off-
target as United trudged off with boos
ringing in their ears at half-time.

Mainoo was hauled off in the
second half after a lacklustre display
that did little to rebuke Amorim’s
decision to ignore him for much of
this season.

United’s problems are far wider
than just Mainoo and Brighton
punished their shambolic defending
to double the lead in the 64" minute.

Gruda was given time and space
to pick out Welbeck inside the area
and he lashed an exquisite strike
past Lammens as the atmosphere
turned even more toxic.

Sesko set up a frenetic finale
after heading home from Fernandes’
85" minute corner.

But United couldn’t muster a
late escape as Lacey, already on a
booking, brought a fitting end to
a painful defeat when he was sent
off for throwing the ball away in
frustration. —AFP
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Kohli hits 93 as India edge NZ

Cricket

VADODARA — Virat Kohli hit
93 to help India chase down 301
in a tense four-wicket win over
New Zealand in the first one-day
international yesterday.

The in-form Kohli struck his
77" ODI half-century but missed
out on a ton as India slipped from
234-2 to 242-5 before they reached
their target with six balls to spare
in Vadodara.

Skipper Shubman Gill made 56
in a 118-run second wicket stand
with Kohli, who shared another
strong partnership with Shreyas
Iyer, who made 49.

Late cameos by Harshit Rana (29)
and wicketkeeper-batter KL Rahul,
who made an unbeaten 29 including
the winning six, secured an Indian
lead in the three-match series 1-0.

New Zealand pace spearhead
Kyle Jamieson stood out with
figures of 4-41.

Kohli led the chase as he went
past Sri Lanka’s Kumar Sangakkara
(28,016 runs) to become the second
leading run-scorer in international
cricket, behind fellow Indian
Sachin Tendulkar (34,357).

The 37-year-old Kohli only
plays the ODI format after he and
fellow stalwart Rohit Sharma, 38,
retired from T20 and Test cricket.

Rohit started strongly in his
brisk 26 before he fell to New
Zealand Jamieson.

The packed crowd welcomed
Kohli with a huge roar as the star
batter joined Gill at the crease to
take the attack to the opposition.

He was ably supported by Gill,
who has returned from an injury

in ODI opener

INRLE

India’s Virat Kohli eats an energy gel during the first one-day international (ODI)
cricket match against New Zealand at the Kotambi Stadium in Vadodara, India

yesterday.

and a snub by the selectors from
the T20 World Cup squad.

Gill started slowly before he
gained pace to raise his 16% ODI
fifty but soon fell to rookie leg-
spinner Adithya Ashok.

Kohli was denied a ton by
Jamieson, who got the batter
caught out at extra cover. The
former captain walked back to a
standing ovation.

Jamieson dismissed Ravindra
Jadeja, for four, in the same over
and in the next bowled Iyer to
raise New Zealand’s hopes of a
turnaround.

India’s troubles increased with
injury to Washington Sundar, who
suffered a reported side strain
while bowling his off-spin and

- AFP

came out to bat at number eight.

Earlier, New Zealand posted
300-8 after Daryl Mitchell hit 84
to defy the Indian bowlers after the
hosts elected to field first.

Openers Devon Conway, who
made 56, and Henry Nicholls (62)
put on 117 but New Zealand suffered
from a lack of major partnerships
after their big opening stand.

Pace bowlers Mohammed
Siraj, Rana and Praisdh Krishna
took two wickets each.

The second match is on
Wednesday in Rajkot.

The series will be followed
by five T20s ahead of the T20
World Cup in India and Sri Lanka
between February 7 and March 8.

—AFP

Comeback kid Hurkacz inspires Poland
to first United Cup title

Tennis

SYDNEY — Hubert Hurkacz
capped his injury comeback and
earned United Cup redemption as
he inspired Poland to a first title
with a 2-1 victory in the final against
Switzerland in Sydney yesterday.

Switzerland took a shock early
lead when Belinda Bencic stunned
world number two Iga Swiatek
3-6, 6-0, 6-3 in the opening singles
of the mixed teams event.

Playing his first tournament
in seven months following knee
surgery, 28-year-old Hurkacz
withstood a Stan Wawrinka
fightback to prevail 6-3, 3-6, 6-3
and send it to a deciding doubles.

Katarzyna Kawa and Jan
Zielinski then completed a famous
victory by beating Bencic and
Jakub Paul 6-4, 6-3 to erase the
heartbreak of Poland losing in the
final in 2024 and 2025.

“Finally, we made it! Third
time lucky!” Swiatek said during
the trophy ceremony.

“I really felt it was a team
effort this year.

“Hubi, what a comeback after
so many months. You played
amazing. You inspired us all with
determination.

“Our doubles team, wow!
You just beat everyone. It was
amazing.”

Hurkacz fired 18 aces against
the 40-year-old Wawrinka to erase
two heartbreaking near misses in
the last two United Cup finals.

In 2024, Hurkacz squandered
two championship points before
falling to Germany’s Alexander
Zverev. The USA’s Taylor Fritz
denied him in a third-set tie-break
last year.

“He’s definitely aninspiration,”
Hurkacz said of Wawrinka, who is
playing his final season on tour
before retirement.

“I was growing up watching
him play, compete and win so
much. Obviously, his game style
is really powerful.

“The shots that he can pull off
sometimes, you can really admire
them even when you are on the
other side of the net.”

Bencic won 12 of the final 15

games against a shell-shocked
Swiatek, earning her second
victory over the world number two.

“To be honest, I felt I was
in the match from the very first
point,” said Bencic, who won all
five of her singles matches in the
tournament.

“I thought I was going great
and I was 0-3 down. I was ‘OK,
what do I have to do?’

“I think I just tried to keep
the level and just wait for some
chances.”

With the title on the line,
Zielinski partnered Kawa to vic-
tory over the Swiss pair who had
been unbeaten in the tournament,
scuppering Bencic’s attempt at a
perfect 10-0 record in singles and
doubles.

“This  moment is  so
bittersweet,” Bencic said, adding
Switzerland had nothing to be
disappointed about.

“We can be so proud of
ourselves and we really deserve to
celebrate this. It was truly one of
the best weeks of my life.”

— AFP
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Kunlavut seals Malaysia
Open title after injured
Shi retires

Badminton

KUALA LUMPUR - Thailand’s
Kunlavut Vitidsarn won the Malaysia
Open men’s singles title in Kuala
Lumpur yesterday when world number
one Shi Yuqi retired through injury.

The Chinese 29-year-old defend-
ing champion Shi pulled out early in
the second game of the final with a
back injury, losing 23-21, 6-1 ret.

World number two Kunlavut
admitted he had been running on
empty coming into this final.

“I am happy to have won, but
I didn’t have much energy left in
me,” said the 24-year-old.

“If T had to play long rallies with
him, I don’t think I would be able to
beat him,” added Vitidsarn.

The women’s singles final saw
world number one South Korean
An Se-young clinch her third
consecutive Malaysian Open title
with a 21-15, 24-22 victory over
China’s Wang Zhiyi.

The 23-year-old was dominant
in the first game, but had to overturn
a 19-13 deficit in the second.

“I never give up and I always
play with confidence. I'm happy to
win, I do not think about titles,” said
An, who won a record-equalling 11
BWF World Tour events in 2025.

Chinese world champions Tan
Ning and Liu Shengshu beat South
Koreans Baek Hana and Lee So-hee
21-18, 21-12 to win the women’s
doubles.

Their fellow Chinese and top
seeds, Feng Yanzhe and Huang
Dongping, were equally clinical in
the mixed doubles, winning the final
21-19, 21-19 against compatriots
Jiang Zhenbang and Wei Yaxin.

The men’s doubles was won by
South Korea’s Kim Won-ho and
Seo Seung-jae, 21-15, 12-21, 21-28
against Malaysia’s Aaron Chia and
Soh Wooi Yik. —AFP

Biker Benavides wins
stage 7 of Dakar Rally

= RIYADH -
N7/ Argentine rider Luciano
W

Benavides won Stage
DAKA'\ 7 of the Dakar Rally
yesterday.

Benavides  completed  the
459-kilometer special stage in four
hours, winning by 4 minutes and
47 seconds over Edgar Canet and
by 4 minutes and 57 seconds over

Adrien Van Beveren, who delivered
his best performance since the rally
started in Yanbu.

The KTM rider remained third
overall, 15 seconds behind Ricky
Brabec. It was Benavides’ seventh
Dakar stage win.

The top three overall remained
unchanged, with Daniel Sanders
holding the lead. However, his third-
place finish yesterday means he will
start earlier today than Brabec, who
sits 4:25 behind and will start Stage
8 in 10" position, 21 minutes after
the Australian.

Rider Michael Docherty again
challenged the RallyGP field,
finishing fifth on the stage to Wadi
Ad-Dawasir and also collecting his
fifth stage win in the category.

After the rest day, Stage 7 took
the Dakar Rally from Riyadh to
Wadi Ad-Dawasir, featuring a
459-kilometer timed special and a
418-kilometer liaison. — Xinhua

Women’s super-G in
Zauchensee cancelled
because of bad weather

Skiing

ALTENMARKT-ZAUCHENSEE
— The women’s World Cup super-G
in Zauchensee has been cancelled
due to bad weather conditions, the
International Ski Federation (FIS)
announced yesterday.

“Due to heavy snowfall
overnight and strong winds at the
top of the course, the organisers and
race jury have decided to cancel
today’s [yesterday’s] super-G. The
current conditions do not allow us
to guarantee the required level of
safety,” the FIS wrote on Telegram.

On Saturday, the downhill on the
programme at the Austrian resort
was able to go ahead but the start
was lowered because of the weather.

The 4l-year-old American
Lindsey Vonn claimed victory for
her 84" World Cup win.

The cancellation means that there
are now just two more super-G races
before the Winter Olympics event in
Cortina d’Ampazzo on February 12.

This is just the second World
Cup cancellation this season, after
the first men’s downhill in Beaver
Creek in early December, which
was rescheduled in Val Gardena,
Italy, two weeks later.

The women’s Alpine Ski World
Cup continues Tuesday evening
with the slalom in Flachau, Austria.

— AFP

Macau’s Zhu Yuling celebrates after winning against China’s Chen Xingtong in their
women'’s singles final during the World Table Tennis (WTT) Champions tournament
at the Infinity Arena in Doha yesterday. Zhu won the game 4-2 with scores of

5-11,13-11,3-11,11-7,11-8,13-11.

- AFP




MONDAY January 12,2026

Your trusted source for real news

Grateful Dead co-founder
Bob Weir diesat 78

LOS ANGELES - US guitarist
and songwriter Bob Weir, a founding
member of the revolutionary,
psychedelic jam band Grateful
Dead, has died aged 78, his family
announced on Saturday.

Weir was diagnosed with cancer
in July and had beaten the disease,
but “succumbed to underlying lung
issues,” his family said in a statement
on his personal website, without
specifying where or when he died.

“For over sixty years, Bobby
took to the road,” the statement
said. “Bobby will forever be a
guiding force whose unique artistry
reshaped American music.”

“His work did more than fill
rooms with music; it was warm
sunlight that filled the soul, building
a community, a language, and a
feeling of family that generations of
fans carry with them.”

Founded in San Francisco by
Weir, Jerry Garcia, Ron “Pigpen”
McKernan, Phil Lesh, and Bill
Kreutzmann, the Grateful Dead
became one of the leading music
groups to emerge from the 1960s
counterculture movement.

With its trademark improvisa-
tional, genre-blending style, the band
became known for never performing
the same show twice, winning an
avid and diverse legion of fans, and
selling millions of records.

The group revolutionised fan
engagement, as followers — famously
known as “Deadheads” — recorded
and swapped bootleg tapes of the
concerts in a communal, drug-addled
camp environment that travelled
from stadium to stadium, a trend later
copied by other bands’ fandoms.

The rockers disbanded in 1995,

a few months after lead guitarist
Garcia’s death at the age of 53, and
a year after the group was inducted
into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame.

Weir would however continue
to perform intermittently with other
living bandmembers, more recently
in the group Dead & Company,
which also included guitarist and
singer John Mayer.

“As we remember Bobby, it’s
hard not to feel the echo of the way
he lived,” the family said.

“A man driftin’ and dreamin’,
never worrying if the road would
lead him home. A child of countless
trees. A child of boundless seas,”
the family said, quoting the songs

“Cassidy” and “Lost Sailor,”
written by Weir and the late John
Perry Barlow.

Following Weir’s death,

79-year-old drummer Kreutzmann
became the last living co-founder of
the Grateful Dead.

Bassist Lesh died in October 2024
at the age of 84, while keyboardist
McKernan died aged 27 in 1973.

Drummer Mickey Hart, 82,
joined the group in 1967.

In 2024, the final year of Joe
Biden’s presidency, Weir and other
living Grateful Dead members were
given Kennedy Centre Honours,
among the highest American arts
awards.

“The Grateful Dead has always
been about community, creativity,
and exploration in music and
presentation,” Weir, Hart, Lesh and
Kreutzmann said at the time.

“Our music belongs as much to
our fans, the Dead Heads, as it does
to us. This honour, then, is as much
theirs as ours.” —AFP

US musician Bob Weir accepts an award for Dead & Company onstage during the
Polistar Awards at the Beverly Hilton in Beverly Hills, California on April 16, 2025. US
musician Bob Weir, a founding member of the band “Grateful Dead”, has died at the
age of 78, according to a statement posted to his official website and social media on

Saturday.

- AFP
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‘Palestine 36° director says film 1s
about ‘refusal to disappear’

Antoine Guy

PARIS — The director of Oscar-
shortlisted film “Palestine 36
said her big-budget production
about a crucial but little-known
Arab rebellion is a statement about
Palestinians “refusal to disappear”.

Veteran filmmaker Annemarie
Jacir started production on the
sweeping historical epic just before
Israel’s devastating invasion of
Gaza in October 2023.

Making the movie was a
“financial disaster”, she admitted in an
interview with AFP, but encouraging
critical reaction since its debut last
September and its shortlisting for an
Oscar have offered solace.

Nominated by Palestine for
Best International Feature, it is
the most cinematically ambitious
of four productions that deal with
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that
are in the running for an Academy
Award in March.

“The cinema is not going to save
us,” said Jacir, a Palestinian born in
Bethlehem in 1974 but now living
in the Israeli port Haifa. “But it’s
about the refusal to disappear and
this film for us was our refusal.”

The Gaza war, sparked by
an unprecedented attack by the
Hamas militant group on Israel,
saw US President Donald Trump
and far-right Israeli government
ministers openly discuss displacing

Palestinians or annexing their
remaining ancestral land.
Jacir explained that most

accounts of modern Palestinian
history begin with the creation of
the state of Israel after World War
IT which led to the “Nakba” in
1948, the uprooting of nearly half
the Palestinian population.

“We always start Palestinian
history with the Nakba,” she said.

As the title of her film suggests,
she focuses on 1936 when colonial-
era Britain was struggling to
administer the holy land for which
it assumed responsibility at the end
of World War I.

Palestine was a hotbed of
resentment and the scene of clashes

Palestinian film director Annemarie Jacir poses during a photo session in Paris

last Monday.

between the  Muslim-majority
Palestinian population and newly
arrived Jewish immigrants, most of
whom were fleeing persecution in
Europe.

“1936 is so critical and
there’s really been nothing done
about it. And it sets the stage for
everything,” Jacir explained.

‘Disaster’

She follows a large cast of
characters, from villagers losing
their land to Zionist settlers,
members of the corrupt Palestinian
economic elite, as well as the
brutally repressive British army
and administrators.

Its mostly Arabic-speaking cast
includes Oscar-winning British
actor Jeremy Irons as a cynical
British High Commissioner and
Franco-Palestinian actress Hiam
Abbass from “Succession” as a
defiant village elder.

The project almost never made
it to screens with the war in Gaza
starting just as filming was about to
start in the West Bank in late 2023.

Jacir had built a typical village
from the 1930s over 12 months,
but then had to abandon the site
and move the cast to Jordan.

“We planted crops, and we built
the bus, all the vehicles, the tanks,
we made guns, the costumes” she

- AFP

told AFP. “Then we lost it all after
October 7"... It was a nightmare, a
financial disaster.

“Thank God for our financiers,
including the BBC, the British
Film Institute. Nobody abandoned
us,” she added.

The film is a sweeping
fictionalised story set in the context
of real events, with the dramatic
climax being the Peel Commission
which proposed the partition of
Palestine and the creation of a
Jewish state.

Ninety years later, with
Palestinians  limited to the
destroyed Gaza enclave and the
Israeli-controlled  West  Bank,
and under constant pressure from
settlers, Jacir says she no longer
believes in a two-state solution.

Her vision? “You live as one
people, one place without borders,
without control. There is no other
way.”

She will find out later this
month whether her film gets the
nod for an Oscar nomination as
Best International Feature.

Another film about
Palestinians, the gut-wrenching
“The Voice of Hind Rajab” about
a girl killed during the Gaza war,
also made the 15-strong shortlist
which is set to be reduced to five.

— AFP

American-Korea
actress-singer-model
Arden Cho (from left to
right), US-based Korean
singer-songwriter EJAE,
and Korean-born US
actress-model May

Hong, winners of the

Best Animated Feature
Award for “KPop Demon
Hunters”, appear onstage
during the 2026 Astra

Film Awards presented by
The Hollywood Creative
Alliance at Sofitel Los
Angeles At Beverly Hills
on Friday in Los Angeles,
California. The film
follows a K-pop girl group,
Huntrix, who lead double
lives as demon hunters;
they face off against a
rival boy band, the Saja
Boys, whose members are
secretly demons. - AFP




POST-SCRIPT

A cat walks in Syracuse, Sicily, southern Italy on Saturday.
- AFP

Safe from exploitation

Eleven-month-old Bengal tiger cubs are seen at the Johannesburg Zoo in Johannesburg, South Africa, on Friday.
Two Bengal tiger cubs were rescued from the illegal trade. They made their public debut on Thursday. — Xinhua

This picture dated January 2026 and distributed on Thursday
by the Virunga National Park shows Mafuko, an endangered
mountain gorilla, holding the male twins she gave birth to in
early 2026 in the Kibumba area of the Virunga National Park,
Democratic Republic of Congo. According to the wardens,

a team of trackers spotted the twins on January 3, with
monitoring and protection measures in force to increase

their chances of survival. The Virunga park, which was
inaugurated in 1925, holds the distinction of being Africa’s
oldest nature reserve. — AFP

Fastest electric vehicle

A NIO EP9 is seen during the Brussels Motor Show in Brussels, Belgium, on Saturday.
The 102" Brussels Motor Show is being held from January 9 to January 18. — Xinhua

—_—
Wait till you get out!!
Visitors enjoy outdoor hot spring surrounded by ice and snow at a hot spring resort in
- Shenyang, Liaoning Province, on Friday. Leveraging its unique natural resources, Shenyang
Prntec““e t“r“e offers special winter tourism experiences by combining ice-and-snow activities with hot

A child learns to ski at a ski resort in Jurong, Jiangsu Province, yesterday. — Xinhua springs, atfracting visitors from across the country. — e




