
Wang Yi holds strategic dialogue 
with Russian Federation Security 
Council secretary

China’s top diplomat Wang Yi met with Sergei Shoigu, 

secretary of the Russian Federation Security Council, in 

Beijing yesterday.     – Story on p. 7

Israel says partially reopening 
Gaza’s Rafah crossing

Israel partially reopened the Rafah crossing between 

the devastated Gaza Strip and Egypt yesterday, following 

months of appeals from aid groups, though access is limited 

to pedestrians.                –  Story on p. 10

Mozambique gas project resumes 
after 5-year security suspension

French energy giant TotalEnergies relaunched 

construction on Thursday on a massive gas project in northern 

Mozambique that was halted for five years after a jihadist 
attack that claimed hundreds of lives.    – Story on p. 12 
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Staff Reporter
Macau’s casinos generated gross 

gaming revenue (GGR) of 22.633 

billion patacas last month, marking 

a year-on-year increase of 24.0 

percent, the Gaming Inspection 

and Coordination Bureau (DICJ) 

announced yesterday. Month-on-

month, GGR rose by 8.35 percent.

Macau’s government-concessioned 

gaming industry is operated by six 

competing integrated resort (IR) 

operators: Sands, Galaxy, SJM, Melco 

Crown, Wynn, and MGM. Under 

their concession agreements with 

the government, these operators are 

required to enhance their non-gaming 

attractions and support the promotion 

of Macau’s cultural heritage and old-

quarter renewal projects. The operators 

pay 35 percent of their GGR as a direct 

gaming tax to the government, along 

with an additional 5.0 percent in levies 

to fund various public causes.

As of the end of 2025, the six 

operators ran a total of 20 casinos, a 

52.4 percent decrease from the peak 

of 42 casinos in 2021. This decline is 

primarily due to a government-ordered 

consolidation of the gaming industry, 

which included an official ban on 
“satellite casinos” operated by third-

party enterprises in collaboration with 

gaming concessionaires.

During the gaming industry’s three-

year consolidation process, which 

officially ended on December 31, 2025, 
the gaming tables and slot machines 

from shuttered satellite casinos, along 

with their local employees, were 

transferred to casinos directly run by 

the gaming concessionaires.

Currently, SJM and Sands each 

own five casinos, Galaxy and Melco 
operate three each, while Wynn and 

MGM run two each.

According to DICJ statistics, 

last year, baccarat accounted for 

85.1 percent of local casinos’ GGR 

across their 16 games of chance. In 

comparison, roulette, Europe’s classic 

game of chance, generated a mere 

0.49 percent of GGR.

At the end of last year, Macau’s 

casinos operated 6,000 gaming 

tables and 12,000 gaming machines, 

according to the bureau.

Macau’s officially concessioned 
casino industry began in 1849, during 

a period when the local Portuguese 

administration faced financial diffi-

culties due to various factors, includ-

ing a sharp decline in anchorage fees 

following Hong Kong’s occupation 

by the UK.

Today, Macau has established itself 

as the world’s leading gaming hub. 

As of the end of the second quarter 

last year, the gaming sector employed 

52,898 full-time workers, representing 

nearly 11 percent of the total workforce 

of 487,000 at that time. 

Armindo Neves
A survey jointly conducted by the General 

Association of Chinese Students of Macao 

(AECM) and University of Saint Joseph (USJ) 

found that 45.5 percent of licensed profession-

als are considering changing their job.

The press conference about the study 

was held at the Macao Daily News Building. 

The study targeted professionals required to 

hold a licence to work in their profession, 

collecting a total of 308 valid questionnaires. 

At the time of the survey, the respondents 

had an average professional work experience 

of about 11 years, with over 80 percent 

possessing advanced academic qualifications 
and professional credentials.

The press conference did 
not say when the survey was 
conducted

According to the findings, the reasons for 
the respondents considering to change their 

careers included salary and compensation 

issues, personal interest and self-fulfilment, 
and work pressure and fatigue. 

However, according to the findings, 
62.4 percent of the respondents said they 

believe that the current social environment 

does not provide the conditions for them to 

change their job. Income issues, job market 

conditions, and family factors were cited as 

the three major obstacles to seeking a new 

job, the findings show.
The study also explored job satisfaction. 

The findings noted that the respondents gave 
an average satisfaction score of 7.1 out of 10 

for their overall work, but their satisfaction 

with career development prospects was 

only 6.22 points. The findings showed a 
good income, sense of accomplishment, and 

contributing to society as the respondents’ 

main job satisfaction factors, while the 

primary areas of dissatisfaction were a 

low income, poor career prospects, and 

insufficient time for taking a holiday. 
The findings also show that only about 38 

percent of the respondents reported having 

participated in career planning courses or 

activities during their secondary school or 

university years. 

Commenting on the findings, the 

co-organisers suggested in a statement that 

introducing career interest assessment tools 

at an early stage and providing students 

with more internship opportunities would 

help improve the accuracy of their subject 

selection and career choices.

5 recommendations 
Based on the findings, the association 

representatives presented during the press 

conference five recommendations: promoting 
more detailed career planning on an 

individual basis; providing more internships 

and experiential opportunities in secondary 

schools; the government should improve 

residents’ professional training system; 

paying closer attention to the development 

of emerging industries; and optimising 

opportunities for talents’ upward mobility.

USJ Health Sciences Faculty Dean Prof. 

Jacky Ho Chong Kin (何鍾建) told reporters 

before the press conference that Macau’s 

licensed professionals, generally speaking 

report high job satisfaction. However, he said, 

when seeking upward mobility or lateral career 

development, they often feel that training and 

career transition resources are insufficient. 
As key members of civil society, licensed 

professionals’ developmental pressures 

deserve attention, Ho said. He recommended 

adopting systematic strategies, strengthening 

career planning education in primary and 

secondary schools to identify students’ 

interests and abilities early on, and drawing on 

the experiences of neighbouring regions and 

combining data on industry demands, in order 

to enable training institutions to proactively 

design courses and adjust student intake. 

45 pct of licensed professionals mull job changes: survey

Macau’s University of Saint Joseph (USJ) Health 
Sciences Faculty Dean Prof. Jacky Ho Chong Kin 
(何鍾建) talks to reporters on the sidelines of 
Friday’s press conference at Macao Daily News 
Building.           – Photo: Armindo Neves

Casino receipts rise 24 pct to 
22.6 billion in January

Pedestrians walk near three of Macau’s 20 casinos – Wynn Macau, Galaxy’s 
StarWorld and SJM’s L’Arc, in Nape, last month.                      – Photo: MPDG
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Staff Reporter 
Commissioner Bian Lixin of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
in the Macao Special Administrative 
Region (MSAR) assumed office on 
Friday, as announced by the Office 
of the Commissioner of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the PRC in the 
MSAR on its official website.

Bian, a former head of the 
ministry’s Personnel Department, 
succeeds Liu Xianfa at the helm 
of the Commissioner’s Office. Liu 
concluded his five-year tenure in 
Macau on January 15, 2026. 

According to a statement on 
its website, “The purposes of the 
Commissioner’s Office are to 
implement the principles of ‘One 

Country, Two Systems’, ‘Macao 
people administering Macao’, and 
a high degree of autonomy in strict 
accordance with the Basic Law, 
to pursue the Central People’s 
Government’s foreign policy, 
to safeguard state sovereignty 
and national interests, to protect 
the legitimate rights of Macao 
compatriots, and to promote long-
term prosperity, stability, and 
development of the Macao SAR.”

The Commissioner’s Office is 
one of three entities established 
by the central authorities based in 
Macau, alongside the Liaison Office 
of the Central People’s Government 
of the PRC in the MSAR and 
the local garrison of the Chinese 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA). 

Bian Lixin assumes post of FM Commissioner 

Staff Reporter
The Central People’s Govern-

ment has appointed Liu Xianfa as 
China’s Special Representative on 
African Affairs, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs spokesperson Guo Jiakun 
announced at a regular press confer-
ence in Beijing on Friday.

Guo pointed out that Liu “is an 
experienced senior diplomat well-
versed in African affairs”, having 
previously served as the Consul-
General of the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) in Lagos, Nigeria, 
as well as China’s ambassador to 
Kenya, and as assistant foreign 
minister. He also served as the 
Ministry’s Commissioner in the 

Macao Special Administrative 
Region (MSAR).

“Special Representative Liu 
Xianfa will, on behalf of the 
Foreign Ministry, communicate and 
coordinate with African countries 
and the African Union as necessary, 
promote dialogue and cooperation, 
and make active efforts towards 
building an all-weather China-
Africa community with a shared 
future for the new era,” Guo said.

Liu, born in April 1963, 
concluded his five-year tenure 
as head of the Office of the 
Commissioner of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the PRC in the 
MSAR on January 15, 2026. 

Ex-FM commissioner in Macao, Liu Xianfa, 
appointed China’s special rep for Africa

File photo of Liu Xianfa – Photo 
courtesy of the Office of the Com-
missioner of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the PRC in the MSAR

This photo, downloaded from the Commissioner’s Office on Saturday, shows newly posted Commissioner Bian Lixin (centre) 
posing with senior officials of the office including Deputy Commissioner Cheng Lei (second from left) and Counsellor and 
Director of the Department of Information and Public Diplomacy Gao Yuan (right).

Staff Reporter
Macau’s re-exports rose by 

3.8 percent year-on-year to 12.46 
billion patacas last year, while its 
merchandise imports dropped by 
3.0 percent year-on-year to 124.79 
billion patacas, the Statistics and 
Census Bureau (DSEC) announced 
on Friday.

Domestic exports fell by 1.8 
percent to 1.46 billion patacas.

Re-exports accounted for 89.5 
percent of total exports. In 2025, 
Macau’s external merchandise 
trade and merchandise trade deficit 
totalled 138.71 billion patacas and 
110.86 billion patacas, respectively. 
Imports made up 89.9 percent of 

Macau’s external merchandise trade 
last year.

Food and beverages remained 
Macau’s number one import 
segment last year, at 22.65 billion 
patacas, up by 1.7 percent. Most of 
Macau’s imports in 2025 originated 
from the Chinese mainland (31.8 
percent of the total), France (14.2 
percent), and Italy (10.3 percent). 
Some 71.5 percent of last year’s 
exports were shipped to Hong 
Kong.

The Macau Special Administra-
tive Region (MSAR) is a free port 
and a separate customs territory 
of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC). 

Staff Reporter
Macau’s gross domestic product 

(GDP) rose by 4.7 percent year-on-
year in real terms to 417.28 billion 
patacas (US$51.91 billion) last year, 
according to preliminary figures 
announced on Friday by the Statistics 
and Census Bureau (DSEC).

A DSEC statement noted that last 
year’s GDP corresponded to 89.6 
percent of that in 2019, the last year 
before the COVID-19 pandemic 
impacted the local economy for 
three consecutive years (January 
2020 - December 2022).

In the fourth quarter of last year, 

GDP grew by 7.6 percent year-on-
year in real terms to 115.39 billion 
patacas, according to preliminary 
data, the bureau said. Total exports 
of services increased by 9.8 percent 
year-on-year in the fourth quarter of 
2025, fuelled by a 15.4 percent rise 
in visitor arrivals. 

Staff Reporter
Macau’s 147 hotels, with a total 

of 45,000 guestrooms, welcomed a 
record 14.56 million guests last year, 
representing a year-on-year growth 
of 1.0 percent, the Statistics and 
Census Bureau (DSEC) announced 
in a statement on Friday.

The previous record stood at 
14.42 million hotel guests, which 
Macau’s then 146 hotels achieved 
in 2024.

Guests from the Chinese 
mainland increased by 1.4 percent 
to 10.73 million, accounting for 
73.7 percent of the total number. 
Guests from Hong Kong decreased 
by 4.1 percent to 1.77 million.

Foreign guests grew by 11.8 
percent to 1.23 million, accounting for 
8.5 percent of all guests. Among foreign 

guests – also known as international 
guests – those from South Korea 
(350,000), Japan (102,000), Malaysia 
(93,000), and Thailand (88,000) 
rose by 9.3 percent, 25.5 percent, 6.5 
percent, and 33.4 percent, respectively.

The average length of stay for 
guests remained at 1.7 nights.

Hotels’ average guestroom 
occupancy rate stood at 89.4 percent 
in 2025, an uplift of 3.1 percentage 
points year-on-year. 

GDP rises 4.7 pct in 2025: preliminary data

Hotel guests rise 1 pct to record 
14.56 million in 2025

Macau re-exports rise, 
imports drop in 2025

A porter stands at the entrance of the Central Hotel on the city’s main thoroughfare, 
Avenida de Almeida Ribeiro, last night.          – Photo: Carl Leong 
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Khalel Vallo
The Municipal Affairs Bureau (IAM) 

announced in a statement on Friday that it will 
organise a raft of traditional festive activities, 
including the Chinese New Year (CNY) Market 
in Praça do Tap Siac, a designated firecracker 
lighting area in Taipa and temporary stalls 
selling incense and pinwheels, as the Year of 
the Horse approaches. 

According to the bureau the arrangements 
aim to welcome locals and tourists to 
celebrate Chinese New Year in Macau while 
maintaining order and safety. The statement 
noted that the bureau urged participants to 
remain aware of crowd conditions on site, 
follow instructions from staff and observe 
public order throughout the festive period.

The Chinese New Year Market will 
take place from noon to midnight between 
February 10 and 15, corresponding to the 
23rd to 28th days of the 12th lunar month, the 
statement said, adding that on February 16, 
the 29th day of the 12th lunar month, the market 
will run from noon until 1 a.m. on Chinese 

New Year’s Day (February 17).
A total of 26 stalls will operate at the 

market, including 16 selling CNY products, 
six offering festive flowers and four selling 
snacks, the statement noted. According 
to the statement, a range of cultural and 
entertainment performances will be staged at 

the venue, alongside a large-scale floral art 
exhibition and festive lighting decorations for 
visitors to enjoy.

Temporary loading and unloading areas for 
the public and authorised vehicles will also be 
set up along Rua de Afonso de Albuquerque 
to facilitate shopping access, the statement 

said. In order to further enhance the festive 
atmosphere, the bureau will designate an 
area for lighting firecrackers in Taipa, located 
near the waterfront along Estrada Almirante 
Marques Esparteiro, the statement noted. 

Six stalls selling firecrackers, fireworks 
and rockets will operate at the site. The 
firecracker zone will be open from noon on 
February 16 until 1 a.m. on February 17, 
and from 10 a.m. to midnight daily between 
February 17 and 21, covering Chinese New 
Year’s Day through the fifth day of the festive 
period, the statement said. 

In addition, the bureau will set up 
temporary stalls selling incense, pinwheels 
and other traditional festive items on the 
waterfront pavement of Largo do Pagode 
da Barra, the statement said, adding that 10 
stalls will operate from 6 p.m. to midnight 
on February 16, from midnight to 6:30 p.m. 
on February 17, and from 9 a.m. to 6:30 p.m. 
between February 18 and 23, spanning the 
second to the seventh days of Chinese New 
Year. 

IAM to roll out CNY market, !recracker zone & festive stalls 

This poster provided by the Municipal Affairs Bureau (IAM) on Friday promotes its upcoming Chinese New 
Year (CNY) Market, slated to start in Praça do Tap Siac on February 10. 

Rui Pastorin
The Official Residence of the Consul-

General of Portugal in Macao and Hong 
Kong (the former Bela Vista Hotel) was 
open to members of the public on Friday, 
gathering long queues of people eager for 
a rare glimpse inside the historic building. 

 The three-storey building is believed 
to have been constructed around 1870. It 
served various purposes from hotel, school, 
refugee camp, and a retreat for British 
soldiers before again becoming a hotel until 
it closed on March 29, 1999, according to 
the Cultural Heritage website. 

Exploring the different areas of the 
erstwhile hotel were many tourists and 
locals. Exceptionally, the edifice was open 
to the public from 2:30 p.m. to 5:30 p.m. on 
Friday. Found throughout the venue was a 
collection of 10 artworks for an exhibition 
by Macau and Hong Kong-based veteran 
Russian artist Konstantin Bessmertny, 
ending its year-long run on Friday. 

Speaking with reporters that day, 
Bessmertny said that the former hotel was 
part of his “first impression of Macau”, 
having “good nostalgic memories” and a 
fondness for the historic building, though 
he had not always been a fan of the art it 
contained. 

He highlighted the power that art can 
have inside a building and had been eager to 
do an exhibition there, attempting to bring 
it up with the different consuls-general who 
had lived there in the past. “Fortunately for 
me, Consul General Alexandre Leitão let 

me do it” and was happy to have his works 
throughout the building.

Among the highlights is a piece depicting 
the 1622 Battle of Macau, with Bessmertny, 
who loves history, incorporating his own 
East-Meets-West touch and art style to 
present the historic moment. “I’m trying to 
kind of play around with the technique and 
subject that is like far away from me. But, 
of course, it’s a lot of research studies”, 
getting the specifics down in presenting 
the development of the battle while also 
incorporating humour in the work, along 
with touches like Chinese calligraphy and 
texts in Japanese, Portuguese, Latin and 
English, he said. 

Meanwhile, with Bessmertny being a 
distinguished veteran artist, the Post wanted 
to hear his thoughts on the role of experimen-
tation in the growth of a creative, to which 
he referenced Austro-Bohemian Romantic 
composer Gustav Mahler (1860-1911).

“He [Mahler] said about tradition that 
tradition is not to worship the ashes, but 
to keep the fire. So part of it is actually 
experimental. So you cannot be like 
completely like your teacher”, Bessmertny 
said,  adding that younger artists and 
generations must add something to their art. 
“But, of course, not destroy completely what 
was done by previous generations”, he said. 

He noted that there’s often a 
misunderstanding in revolutions, labelling 
the old as bad and the new as good. 
However, art history shows that progress 
comes from both old and new ideas.  

Former Bela Vista Hotel draws crowds during open dayFormer Bela Vista Hotel draws crowds during open day
Konstantin Bessmertny’s exhibition concludes run

Artist Konstantin Bessmertny poses in front of his work depicting the Battle of Macau in 1622 that was on 
display at Official Residence of the Consul-general of Portugal in Macao and Hong Kong. 

Eager crowds explore the different areas of the Official Residence of the Consul-general of Portugal 
in Macao and Hong Kong, while others still queue outside.           – Photos: Rui Pastorin
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Interview by Rui Pastorin

On most afternoons at 90 Rua do Seminário 

(三巴仔橫街), Wabbet Valde Cabungcal 

can be found sitting quietly inside his art 

gallery.
Soft music plays as his steady hand takes a 

pyrography pen, carefully placing the heated nib on 

smooth plywood to burn shapes, figures and patterns 

onto it, just as he had done on a line of works hung 

on a wall opposite him, warm lights accentuating the 

intricacies in each frame.

Here, at “Father & Sons Art Gallery”, Cabungcal 

is continuing to pursue the art of pyrography, a love 

that started in 2024, while enjoying a slow, happy and 

relaxed retirement. Previously, the sexagenarian had 

a 35-year-career as a professional architect in Macau, 

where he worked with firms that took on projects 

related to Nam Van Lake, the Macau Cultural Centre, 

Macau Tower Convention and Entertainment Centre, 

and The Venetian Macao, to name just a few.

Some of his achievements, including as an active 

member of the Filipino community, are presented on 

a wall behind him, watching the retiree as he works 

on, showcases, and sells pieces created through 

pyrography, a story that starts with his son.

From son to father
Pyrography caught Cabungcal’s eye back in 2024 

upon seeing his son, an artist, taking it on, Cabungcal 

told the Post during a recent visit to the gallery. And 

from then on, he was hooked, practising the technique 

and working on pieces day after day. “For me, 

pyrography is something I never could have dreamed 

of doing. But suddenly, it came”, he noted.

The wood-burning art form involves the use of 

a pyrography pen to burn designs onto wood, where 

sketching can also be done, while stencils or templates 

for precise patterns can be used before applying the 

burn technique. It is an experience that  Cabungcal 

likened to tattooing and is a fun experience that makes 

him happy.
The artist, who has been drawing and painting 

ever since he was a kid, said that while enjoyable, 

it is certainly not easy, especially in the beginning. 

Initially, pieces did not come out perfect, taking some 

trial and error, while the use of colour and details 

like faces and shadows also proved challenging, 

Cabungcal said. But practice makes perfect has been 

Cabungcal’s philosophy throughout his life, and this 

was no exception.

Carrying out more research and practice, as well 

as incorporating patterns and guidelines, Cabungcal 

said he went on to improve with time, while his art 

also did not go unnoticed.

Before he knew it, he had amassed a number of 

pieces at home. “I didn’t know how to dispose of 

them,” he joked. He therefore needed a place to not 

only keep his work, but also to showcase it along with 

the many paintings that his two sons, both painters, 

have also created over the years.

“Then, I saw this [the venue]…And I thought, 

maybe the lord gave me this place”, Cabungcal, an 

active and devout Catholic, noted. And in line with 

his retirement, time and more resources, it felt right 

to make a dream of having his own gallery come true.

The gallery
With everything set, the gallery had its successful 

opening on October 1, 2025. Upon entering, one will 

mainly find works created between 2024 to the present, 

mostly with Catholic themes and featuring Jesus 

Christ and saints, with Cabungcal saying that 

the gallery was also a way for him to serve the 

Church and to show Jesus to others.

But in the mix are also pieces featuring 

Philippine icons like Manny Pacquiao and 

108-year-old Filipina tattoo artist Whang-od 

Oggay and other globally famous figures and 

various places. Each piece, he said, took between 

an hour and a few days to complete depending 

on his mood and inspiration. And while he 

continues to create new works, Cabungcal also 

continues to touch up older pieces.

Visitors to his gallery mainly comprise 

priests, nuns and students from a nearby 

local school, receiving praise. And while his 

pyrography is what will greet gallerygoers 

upon entering, Cabungcal emphasised that it is 

all a collaboration with his sons, pointing out that it 

presents each of their different art styles. “That’s why 

it is called ‘Father and Sons Art Gallery’”.

Aside from exhibiting, he has also gifted works 

to Macau’s previous and current Philippine consuls-

general and Bishop Stephen Lee Bun Sang.

Each display is also for sale, while Cabungcal takes 

on clients, adding that he is continuing to improve 

on portrait making techniques as demand for them 

increases. “Practice makes perfect!”, he emphasised, 

adding that life is about learning regardless of age.

‘This is my blessing’

With the gallery now entering its fifth month, 

Cabungcal said he was happy, and, while he does not 

always make a profit, it is a dream come true. “This is 

my blessing”, he said.

His goal is to continue improving and produce 

more works, while taking on more subjects and 

themes. He also hopes to hold exhibitions in other 

galleries in Macau, explore other art forms and even 

plans to put his original pyrography works on T-shirts. 

“One step at a time, I am getting there.”

Photos taken late last month by Rui Pastorin

The art of pyrography The art of pyrography 
at Father & Sons Art Galleryat Father & Sons Art Gallery
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Ida Cheong
The fees for charging e-cars in 

public car parks or at street parking 
spaces equipped with charging 
piles have been reduced by 10 
percent since yesterday, further 
reducing the cost of electric cars 
ownership. 

Environmental Protection 
Bureau (DSPA) Director Ip Kuong 
Lam talked about the fee reduction 
and its benefits on Saturday. 

Lam made the remarks during 
the “2026 World Wetlands Day—
Environmental Fans Awards 
Ceremony and Easy Red Packet 
Recycling Launching Ceremony” 
at the Cotai Ecological Protection 
Zone.

Meanwhile, Lam said, a pilot 
programme for supercharging 
stations for light and heavy-duty 
vehicles will be launched in the 
Cotai by the end of year, adding 
that charging facility allocation 
will continue to be optimised such 
as adjusting the ratio of fast and 
slow charging facilities based on 
the usage characteristics of car 
parks, e.g., short-term parking at 
markets and sports venues, long-
term parking for office workers, 
increasing the number of fast-
charging facilities and battery 
exchange stations for electric 
motorcycles, and installing battery-
swapping cabinets for delivery 
workers, aiming to increase 
electric vehicle driver convenience 
and efficiency.

Meanwhile, the Environmental 
Protection Bureau will monitor 
new technologies such as ultra-
fast charging and flash charging, 
introducing them, as appropriate, 
to improve charging efficiency, 
Lam added.

4.11 million red 
envelopes reused

Lam said in a speech during 
Saturday’s ceremony that over 
the past nine years his bureau 
has collected about 18.27 million 
red envelopes (“lai see”) after 
each Chinese New Year. After 
sorting, around 4.11 million red 
envelopes could be reused to 
encourage the concept of reuse 
and environmental protection. 
Residents can still obtain reusable 
red envelopes this year from 60 
distribution points, including the 
Environmental Protection Bureau 
at CEM Building, “Environmental 
Protection Plus Fun” stations, and 
Caritas Macau.

Additionally, from February 22 
(the sixth day of the Chinese New 
Year) to March 7, the Environmental 
Protection Bureau will collaborate 
with other government entities 
and various organisations to 

promote the setting-up of red 
envelope recycling points in 
hotels, banks, schools, businesses, 
and residential buildings, Lin said. 
For details, please visit the DSPA 
website: http://www.dspa.gov.mo/
redpacketrecycling.aspx.

In order to promote better 
integration into communities and 
facilitate public participation in 
waste sorting and recycling, about 
800 residential buildings have been 
equipped with recycling facilities, 
the number of mobile recycling 
vehicle stops has increased to 
32, and over 60 smart recycling 
machines have been deployed, 
Lam added. Furthermore, a total 
of 10 “Environmental Protection 
Fun Stations” have been 
established across Macau since 
2018, making it easier for citizens 
to participate in recycling and 
other environmental activities, 
Lam said. 

Environmental Protection Bureau 
(DSPA) Director Ip Kuong Lam poses 
on the sidelines of “2026 World 
Wetlands Day—Environmental 
Fans Awards Ceremony and Easy 
Red Packet Recycling Launching 
Ceremony” at the Cotai Ecological 
Protection Zone on Saturday.   
                – Photo: Ida Cheong

This poster provided by the 
Environmental Protection Bureau 
(DSPA) yesterday shows this year’s 
‘Easy Red Packet Recycling’ activity 
running from February 22 to March 7.

Armindo Neves
Germany’s Mercedes-Benz 

held a launch event at its showroom 
on Avenida Dr. Sun Yat Sen in 
Taipa for its new CLA fully electric 
vehicle in Macau on Friday.

According to the Zung Fu 
Motors (Macau) Ltd. Sales 
Consultant James Chan, the new 
CLA vehicle is built on the all-
new Mercedes-Benz Modular 
Architecture (MMA) platform, its 
most notable feature being a battery 
range of up to 792 kilometres. 
It supports Direct Current (DC) 
fast charging with a maximum 
power of 320kW, enabling a range 
replenishment of around 325 
kilometres after just 10 minutes of 
charging, according to Chan.

Chan also said the new CLA 
features a glowing grille mask, 
LED taillight design, flush door 
handles, achieving a remarkably 
low drag coefficient of just 
0.21. The car is equipped with 
the latest Mercedes-Benz User 
Experience (MBUX) system, and 
an optional screen is available for 

the front passenger seat. In terms 
of performance, it boasts a rear-
wheel-drive dual-motor setup 
with a maximum output of 350 
horsepower, enabling a top speed 
of 210 kilometres per hour.

Friday’s launch comprised 
three versions, CLA250+ 
(HK$399,000), CLA250+ AMG 
Line (HK$ 417,000), and CLA350 
4Matic AMG Line (HK$445,000).

Mercedes-Benz Hong Kong 
Limited Communications & 
Marketing Manager Samson 
Leung (梁家強) told reporters 

that a limited number of the new 
vehicles have already arrived 
in Macau. If the configurations 
match, the earliest deliveries can 
be completed within one to two 
months, Leung said. 

Leung expressed strong 
confidence in the Macau market, 
emphasising that comprehensive 
after-sales service and ongoing 
technological innovation are the 
company’s key brand strengths, 
which plans to launch multiple 
new vehicle models in Macau this 
year, Leung said. 

Mercedes-Benz Hong Kong Limited Communications & Marketing Manager 
Samson Leung (梁家強) talks to the media during the local launch of the German 
carmaker’s fully electric vehicle CLA250+ AMG Line.           – Photo: Armindo Neves

Armindo Neves
Macau Customs Service officers 

raided a parallel-trading den in the 
peninsula’s northern district on 
Thursday where they seized 1.6 
tonnes of frozen cooked pork tripe 
worth around 48,000 patacas in 
total.

According to a statement on 
Friday, on Thursday night the 
officers caught a 25-year-old local 
female who ran the business and 
hired parallel traders to smuggle 
frozen cooked pork tripe from 

Macau to the mainland.
The female faces a fine in 

compliance with the relevant 
provisions listed in the External 
Trade Law, the statement said.

Moreover, the statement added, 
the female violated the Food Safety 
Law as the supposedly frozen 
cooked pork tripe was stored merely 
at room temperature, adding that 
the Customs Service has meanwhile 
transferred the case to the Municipal 
Affairs Bureau (IAM) for follow-up 
action. 

This handout photo released by the Macau Customs Service on Friday shows the 
seized frozen cooked pork tripe stored at room temperature at a parallel trading den 
in the peninsula’s northern district on Thursday.

Ida Cheong
Danone Asia-Pacific (Shanghai) 

Management Co. Ltd. announced 
on Saturday that it is conducting 
a precautionary recall of multiple 
batches of infant formula produced 
in six countries due to contamination 
of their raw materials with the 
microorganism Bacillus cereus, but 
the Pharmaceutical Supervision and 
Administration Bureau (ISAF) and 
Municipal Affairs Bureau (IAM) 
underlined that the problematic 
products have not been imported by 
local businesses, according to a joint 
ISAF and IAM statement yesterday.

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

The statement noted that the 
problematic products comprise 
the brand Aptamil from Ireland 
and Poland, Almiron from the 
Netherlands, Bledilait from France, 
Gallia from Ireland, Nutrilon from 
the Netherlands, and Dumex Dulac 
from Thailand. Specific details 
can be found via the webpage 
link: https://www.gov.mo/zh-hant/
news/1213805/.

Meanwhile, the brand of Dumex 
Dulac Stage 1 800g produced in 
Singapore, has been conducting a 
precautionary recall of two batches 
(101575737 and 101570779) due to 
contamination of their raw materials 
with the microorganism Bacillus 
cereus, according to separate ISAF 
and IAM statements released on 
Saturday.

The Pharmaceutical Supervision 
and Administration Bureau (ISAF) 
and the Municipal Affairs Bureau 
(IAM) will continue to closely monitor 
the situation and coordinate follow-up 
actions, both statements said.

Both bureaux urged residents 
to immediately stop feeding infants 
and young children with the affected 
batches, regardless of whether the 
products were purchased online, 
through personal shopping services, 
or other channels. If any discomfort 
occurs after consumption, medical 
attention should be sought promptly. 

For enquiries related to the 
products, please call the Food 
Safety Hotline on 2833 8181. 

This image courtesy of the Dutch 
Nutricia website shows the Aptamil First 
Infant formula 800g, one of the affected 
batches of infant formula containing the  
Bacillus cereus potentially harmful to 
health. 

E-car charging fees lowered 
by 10 pct 

Govt warns 6 countries’ infant 
formula products contain 

Bacillus cereus

Customs seizes 1.6 tonnes of 
pork tripe worth 48,000 patacas

Mercedes-Benz unveils new fully 
electric CLA in Macau



a three-year transition period during 
which the respective employers 
were only required to pay at least 56 
days out of the 70 days of statutory 
paid maternity leave, while the 
remaining up to 14 days was paid 
by the government.

After the three-year transition 
period ended on May 25, 2023, the 
government once again launched 
a scheme, on a provisional basis, 
subsidising eligible employers’ 
payments of 14 days of maternity 
leave. Under the scheme, which 
is now running until December 31 

this year, eligible employers must 
pay mothers the whole 70-day 
maternity period first before filing 
an application to the Labour Affairs 
Bureau to receive a subsidy of 
14 days of maternity leave.

The current subsidy only applies 
to local female employees, because 
of which the employer of a mother 
who is a non-resident worker 
(NRW) still needs to pay the whole 
70-day maternity period.

In its public consultation docu-
ment, the government is proposing 
that it will continue to subsidise 

eligible employers’ payments of 
maternity leave after the number 
of days for statutory paid maternity 
leave is raised to 90 days. The docu-
ment proposes that eligible employers 
can apply for a subsidy of up to 
20 days of maternity leave.

Concerning the number of 
days for private-sector employees’ 
statutory minimum paid annual 
leave, the government is proposing 
that employees with up to two years 
of service for the same employers 
will continue to be entitled to six 
days of paid annual leave, with those 
with their length of service ranging 
between two and four years to be 
entitled to seven days of paid annual 
leave; those working for the same 
employers between four and six years 
to be entitled to eight days of leave; 
those working between six and eight 
years to be entitled to nine days of 
leave; those working between 8 and 
10 years to be entitled to 10 days 
of leave; those working between 
10 and 12 years to be entitled to 11 
days of leave; and those working 
for the same employers for at least 
12 years to be entitled to 12 days of 
paid annual leave.

The government does not 
propose to increase paternity leave 
from its current five days. 
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Khalel Vallo
A delegation from the Science 

and Technology Development Fund 
(FDCT) visited Beijing between 
last Monday and Wednesday, 
securing national-level support 
for the debut of two international 
science and technology conferences 
in Macau in the second half of this 
year, according to a statement by 
the fund last week.

During the visit, the FDCT 
delegation held working meetings 
with the Ministry of Science and 
Technology (MOST), as well 
as several key national science 
and technology institutions, the 
statement said.

The delegation introduced 
FDCT’s priorities for the year 
and exchanged views on future 
collaboration, reaching a consensus 
on a number of cooperative initiatives, 
the statement noted, adding that it 
was led by FDCT President Vincent 
U U Sang, together with the fund’s 
Administrative Committee member 
Ip Kuai Lam.

They met with Sun Jian, deputy 
director of the ministry’s Office of 

Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan 
Affairs; Lan Yujie, vice president 
of the National Natural Science 
Foundation of China (NSFC); 
Zhou Min, vice president of the 
State Information Centre (SIC); 
Liu Weidong, director-general 
of the Bureau of International 
Cooperation of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences (CAS); and 
Zhang Bin, deputy director and 
acting director of the Office of 
Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan 
Affairs of the China Association 
for Science and Technology.

According to the statement, the 
meetings focused on exchanging 
information about major projects 
and work plans for the current year. 
The relevant national institutions 
confirmed their support for 
holding two international sci-tech 
conferences in Macau for the first 
time, with a focus on cutting-
edge scientific development and 
technological talent exchange, the 
statement said.

In addition, the delegation dis-
cussed a range of cooperation initia-
tives with the institutions, including 

strengthening the development of 
national sci-tech research and 
development platforms in Macau, 
encouraging local researchers to 
participate in major national 
sci-tech projects, and promoting 
international sci-tech collaboration, 
as the statement noted.

These proposals received 
strong backing, the statement said, 
adding that cooperation plans and 
work arrangements for 2026 were 
finalised during the visit. 

The statement noted that the 
fund will further leverage Macau’s 
international advantages to strengthen 
the joint organisation of frontier 
forums* and international confer-
ences, with the aim of supporting 
Macau’s role in contributing to the 
nation’s broader goal of becoming a 
sci-tech powerhouse. 

*Exploring new advancements, 
research, or innovations at the 
cutting edge of various scientific 
and technological fields. In general, 
a “frontier forum” is a place for 
enquiry, idea exchange, and dialogue 
about emerging or uncharted areas 
in a specific domain. – Poe 

This undated handout 
photo provided by the 
Science and Technology 
Development Fund 
(FDCT) on Thursday 
shows its delegation 
led by Administrative 
Committee President 
Vincent U U Sang (centre 
left) and Lan Yujie (centre 
right), vice president 
of the National Natural 
Science Foundation of 
China (NSFC), posing in 
Beijing last week. 

FDCT delegation secures debut of 2 int’l 
sci-tech conferences in Macau

Tony Wong
The government is proposing 

to raise the number of days for 
statutory paid maternity leave in the 
private sector to 90 days from the 
current 70 days.

The government is also 
proposing to raise the number of 
days for private-sector employees’ 
statutory minimum paid annual 
leave. Currently, the number is 
six days for all private-sector 
employees with a minimum of one-
year employment, regardless of their 
length of service. The government 
is proposing to establish a system 
where the number of days for 
employees’ statutory paid annual 
leave will increase with their length 
of service, but with a maximum of 
12 days.

The Labour Affairs Bureau 
(DSAL) has launched a 45-day 
public consultation on proposed 
amendments to the Labour Relations 
Law, which was announced during a 
press conference at its headquarters 
in Areia Preta district on Friday.

The Labour Relations Law 
regulates the private sector’s 
employment. The public sector has 
its own employment regulations 
that are much more generous than 
those of its private counterpart.

The public consultation, which 
started on Saturday, is running 
until March 16, during which three 
sessions for members of the general 
public will be held.

The public consultation 
document, available in Chinese and 
Portuguese, can be downloaded 
from the consultation’s dedicated 
website (https://www3.dsal.gov.
mo/survey/labourlaw/).

When the Labour Relations Law 
came into force in 2009, the number 
of days for statutory paid maternity 
leave was 56 days. The number was 
raised to the current 70 days on 
May 26, 2020 when the law’s amended, 
current version took effect.

Private-sector employees with a 
minimum of one-year employment, 
regardless of local and non-resident 
workers (NRWs), are entitled to 
statutory paid maternity leave. The 
Labour Relations Law’s current 
version requires 63 days out of the 
70 days of statutory paid maternity 
leave to be used immediately after 
the baby’s birth, while the mother 
can choose to take the remaining 
seven days before or after the birth.

The consultation document 
proposes to raise the number of 
days for statutory paid maternity 
leave to 90 days from the current 
70 days. The document proposes to 
require 60 days out of the proposed 
90 days of statutory paid maternity 
leave to be used immediately after 
the baby’s birth, while the mother 
can choose to take the remaining 
30 days before or after the birth.

After the Labour Relations 
Law’s current version took effect on 
May 26, 2020, the government ran 

Labour Affairs Bureau (DSAL) Director Chan Un Tong (centre) shows journalists the 
public consultation document during Friday’s press conference, as Chan Weng Chi 
(left), who heads the bureau’s Research and Information Technology Department, 
and Fok Sin Ieng, who heads the bureau’s Law and Research Division, look on.   
                       – Photo: GCS

Govt proposes 90-day maternity, annual leave up to 12 days
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Rui Pastorin
Melco Resorts & Entertainment’s 

“House of Dancing Water” team 
was honoured with the “Medal of 
Merit – Tourism” during the 2025 
Decorations, Medals and Certificates 
of Merit Awards Ceremony of 
the Macao SAR on Friday at the 
Macau Cultural Centre (CCM), the 
integrated resort operator said in a 
statement later that day.

The award was given in 
recognition of its “significant 
contribution to the promotion and 
development of the local tourism 
sector”, the statement said.

The show debuted in 2010 
but was suspended during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, returning in 
May 2025 with a reimagined and 
enhanced show. It features a cast and 
crew of close to 300 professionals 
from over 30 countries and is 
staged in a purpose-built theatre, 

the statement noted, adding that 
to date, it has drawn “millions of 
international visitors”.

Receiving the award on 
behalf of the “House of Dancing 
Water” team, Melco Resorts & 
Entertainment Chairman and 
CEO Lawrence Ho Yau-lung was 
quoted by the statement as saying: 
“This distinction represents a 
momentous recognition of our 
steadfast commitment to enriching 
Macau’s entertainment landscape 
and promoting the sustainable, 
long-term development of its 
tourism industry. The achievement 
belongs to the extraordinary cast 
and crew behind ‘House of Dancing 
Water’ whose unparalleled artistry, 
dedication and passion have brought 
this production to life and sustained 
its global acclaim. Their collective 
brilliance remains the very soul of 
this work”. 

Melco’s ‘House of Dancing 
Water’ team garners Medal of 

Merit - Tourism 

This photo provided by Melco Resorts & Entertainment on Friday shows Chief 

Executive Sam Hou Fai (left) presenting the Medal of Merit – Tourism to Melco 

Resorts & Entertainment Chairman and CEO Lawrence Ho Yau-lung, who received 

the award on behalf of his City of Dreams’ “House of Dancing Water” team at the 

Macau Cultural Centre (CCM).

Staff Reporter
The local government presented 

the 2025 Decorations, Medals and 
Certificates of Merit to 28 awardees 
during a solemn ceremony, held at 
the Macau Cultural Centre (CCM) 
in Nape on Friday.

During the ceremony, Chief 
Executive Sam Hou Fai presented 
the awards to the 28 recipients, 
either individuals or organisations.

This time, Macau’s top 
decoration of honour, the Grand 
Lotus, was awarded to two 
individuals, namely former chief 
executive Ho Iat Seng, and former 
president of the Legislative 
Assembly (AL) Kou Hoi In.

Ho, Sam’s predecessor, served 
as the chief executive of the Macau 
Special Administrative Region 
(MSAR) for a five-year term, 
between 20 December, 2019 and 
19 December, 2024.

Ho headed the Legislative 
Assembly from 2013 until July 
2019 when he resigned from the 
legislature in order to run for chief 
executive. 

Ho, born in June 1957, had been 
a lawmaker since 2009.

Ho is a former member of the 
elite Standing Committee of the 
National People’s Congress (NPC).

Kou retired from the Legislative 
Assembly as he did not seek re-
election for its current term, which 

started on October 16 last year.
Kou had headed the legislature 

since July 2019 – following Ho’s 
resignation from the hemicycle – until 
his retirement from the hemicycle.

Kou, born in January 1953, 
had been a Macau lawmaker since 
1991 when Macau was still under 

temporary Portuguese administration.
Kou is a member of the elite 

NPC Standing Committee.
The second highest decoration of 

honour, the Gold Lotus, was awarded 
to three individuals this time, namely 
former secretary for public works 
and transport Raimundo do Rosário, 

former commissioner of audit Ho 
Veng On, and former director-general 
of the Macau Customs Service Vong 
Man Chong.

The Macau Association of 
Banks was awarded the third 
highest decoration of honour, the 
Silver Lotus. 

Chief Executive Sam Hou Fai (left) shakes hands with Ho Iat Seng after presenting 

him with the Grand Lotus, Macau’s top decoration of honour, during Friday’s 

ceremony at the Macau Cultural Centre in Nape.

Chief Executive Sam Hou Fai (left) shakes hands with Kou Hoi In after presenting 

him with the Grand Lotus during Friday’s ceremony at the Macau Cultural Centre. 

BEIJING – China’s top 
diplomat Wang Yi met with Sergei 
Shoigu, secretary of the Russian 
Federation Security Council, in 
Beijing yesterday.

Wang, a member of the Political 
Bureau of the Communist Party 
of China Central Committee and 
director of the Office of the Central 
Commission for Foreign Affairs, 
welcomed Shoigu’s visit to China 
for a strategic dialogue as designated 
by Russian President Vladimir Putin.

Wang noted that the world 
is increasingly undergoing both 
changes and turbulence, with the 
post-war international order and 
norms governing international 
relations severely impacted, and 
the world faces a real risk of 
regressing to the law of the jungle.

As major countries and permanent 
members of the United Nations (UN) 
Security Council, China and Russia 
have the responsibility and obligation 
to practice true multilateralism, 
safeguard the international system 
with the UN at its core, advocate an 
equal and orderly multipolar world 
and a universally beneficial and 
inclusive economic globalization, 
and work to build a more just and 
reasonable global governance system, 
Wang said.

Noting that China and Russia are 
each other’s largest neighbors and 
comprehensive strategic partners 
of coordination for a new era, 
Wang said the two countries should 
maintain close communication on 
major issues concerning bilateral 
relations, step up mutual support 
on matters involving each other’s 
core interests, and safeguard their 
respective and common interests.

Wang said China stands ready 
to work with Russia to fully 

implement the important consensus 
reached by the two heads of state, 
enhance strategic communication, 
deepen strategic coordination, and 
open up new prospects for China-
Russia relations in the new year.

Shoigu noted that this year marks 
the 25th anniversary of the signing 
of the Russia-China Treaty of 
Good-Neighborliness and Friendly 
Cooperation, and that Russia-China 
relations are underpinned by mutual 
respect, mutual trust, equality and 
mutual benefit.

He noted that since the 
start of the year, the world has 
witnessed complex and volatile 
developments with frequent 
flare-ups of security and hotspot 
issues. Russia has always upheld 
the one-China principle, closely 
followed the moves of hostile 
forces to undermine cross-Strait 

stability, and firmly opposed 
Japan’s attempts to accelerate 
re-militarization, Shoigu said.

The Russian side stands ready 
to continue to firmly support 
each other with China, enhance 
bilateral cooperation, and 
strengthen coordination within 
multilateral mechanisms such as 
the UN, the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization, and BRICS, he said.

He called on both sides to 
jointly maintain the high-level 
development momentum of Russia-
China relations, work to build a 
more just and reasonable multipolar 
world, and form an indivisible 
security architecture on the Eurasian 
continent.

The two sides also conducted 
in-depth strategic communication 
on various international and regional 
issues of mutual concern.  – Xinhua

Wang Yi (right), a member of the Political Bureau of the Communist Party of China 

(CPC) Central Committee and director of the Office of the Central Commission 
for Foreign Affairs, shakes hands with Sergei Shoigu, secretary of the Russian 

Federation Security Council, in Beijing yesterday.        – Xinhua

Wang Yi holds strategic dialogue with Russian 
Federation Security Council secretary

Govt hosts honours award ceremony
Grand Lotus for Ex-CE Ho Iat Seng, ex-speaker Kou Hoi In 
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KUALA LUMPUR – Malaysia 
has detained two tankers suspected 
of illegally transferring crude oil 
estimated to be worth US$129 
million, authorities said Saturday.

The Southeast Asian nation, 
which has come under scrutiny 
over oil transfers linked to 
sanctions evasion in its waters, 
pledged last year to crack down 
on illegal activities in its maritime 
zones.

The Malaysian Maritime 
Enforcement Agency said two 
tankers anchored north of the port 
of Penang were intercepted on 
Thursday following a tip-off.

“An inspection found both 
vessels moored together, raising 
suspicion of an unauthorised 
transfer,” Penang’s maritime 
director, Muhammad Suffi Mohd 
Ramli, said in a statement.

He said the vessels were carrying 

crude oil “valued at more than 512 
million ringgit (US$129 million)”.

The vessels were seized and 
their captains handed over to 
investigators, he added.

No information was immediately 
available about the identity of the 
tankers or where they had sailed 
from, but Muhammad Suffi said the 
53 crew members were “nationals 
from China, Myanmar, Iran, 
Pakistan and India”.               – AFP

MANILA – The death toll 
from a ferry that sank off Basilan 
province in the southern Philippines 
rose to 40, the Philippine Coast 
Guard (PCG) said yesterday.

Search and rescue teams 
recovered three more bodies, and one 
additional victim, a six-month-old 
baby who had initially been omitted 
from the official count, was added to 
the tally, according to Coast Guard 
District Southeastern Mindanao.

Search and rescue operations 
are continuing nearly a week after 

the ferry sank in waters northeast of 
Baluk-Baluk Island while en route 
from Zamboanga City to Jolo town 
in Sulu province.

At least 316 people were 
rescued, according to the PCG, 
although authorities are still 
working to determine the exact 
number of passengers on board.

The Maritime Industry Authority 
told a radio interview that it will 
investigate survivors’ claims of 
insufficient life vests and discrepancies 
in the passenger manifest.     – Xinhua

JAKARTA – Indonesia will 
restore access to Elon Musk’s AI 
chatbot Grok after the billionaire’s 
social media platform X promised 
to comply with the country’s laws, a 
government official said yesterday.

Grok has faced a global backlash 
after it emerged that its image 
creation feature allowed users to 
sexualise pictures of women and 
children using simple text prompts.

Malaysia and the Philippines 
followed Indonesia in temporarily 
blocking access to the tool, which 
is integrated into X, over concerns 
about AI-generated sexual deepfakes.

Alexander Sabar, a senior official 
in Indonesia’s communication and 
digital ministry, said access was being 
restored “conditionally” after X Corp 
gave “a written commitment containing 
concrete steps for service improvement 
and prevention of misuse”.

Sabar said in a statement the 
ministry would continue to supervise 

and evaluate Grok and that it would 
take “corrective actions”, including 
another suspension, if violations 
were found.

xAI, the Musk-owned startup 
that developed the AI tool, did not 
respond immediately to AFP’s 
request for comment.

However, it told the Philippines 
last month that it would modify 
Grok to suit the local market, 
including the “total exclusion of 
pornographic content, particularly 
child sexual abuse material”.

Malaysia also restored access to 
Grok after receiving similar promises 
from X that included “additional 
preventive and security measures”.

The EU said in late January it 
had opened an investigation into 
Grok’s sexualised deepfake images 
of women and minors.

Grok said in response it was 
restricting image generation and 
editing to paying subscribers. – AFP

HANOI – Five residents in 
Vietnam’s southern province of 
Dong Thap were hospitalized after 
drinking herbal-infused liquor, with 
two dead, local media VnExpress 
reported yesterday.

The group drank homemade liquor 
infused with Dischidia rafflesiana 
Wall., a wild plant believed to have 

several medicinal properties, on the 
night of January 29, said the report.

Two of them died on Saturday 
after falling ill the previous day. The 
three others felt unwell yesterday 
and were taken to hospital for 
emergency treatment

Local police are investigating 
the case.                 – Xinhua

YANGON – Myanmar’s 
junta called yesterday for ex-civil 
servants who quit their jobs in 
protest over the coup five years ago 
to report back to work, pledging 
to remove absent state employees 
from “blacklists”.

After the military snatched 
power in a coup on February 1, 2021, 
tens of thousands of public workers, 
including doctors and government 
administrators, left their posts in a 
surge of civil disobedience.

Some found private employment, 
while others joined pro-democracy 
rebels defying the military in a civil 
war that has killed tens of thousands 
on all sides.

Last week, the junta completed 
a month-long election it has touted 
as a return to civilian rule.

But the dominant pro-military 
party won a walkover victory in 
a vote democracy watchdogs say 
was stacked with army allies to 
prolong its grip on power.

The junta’s National Defence and 
Security Council said civil servants 
who “left their workplaces without 
permission for various reasons” 
since February 2021 should “report 
and make contact with the offices of 
their former departments”.

“Following verification, 
employees found not to have 
committed any offence, as well as 
those who had committed offences 
but have already served their 
sentences and whose names still 
appear on the blacklists, are being 
removed from the blacklists,” 
the council said in a statement 
published in the state-run Global 
New Light of Myanmar newspaper.

Public employees who had 
been absent from work were 
placed on blacklists, “leading some 
to remain in hiding”, it added.

After the coup, in which 
the military ousted the elected 
government of democratic 
figurehead Aung San Suu Kyi, tens of 

thousands of striking public workers 
joined the “Civil Disobedience 
Movement” in protest.

The junta responded with a 
crackdown on demonstrators, relying 
on tips from informers and surprise 
raids to round up those on strike.

Today, more than 22,000 people 
are languishing in junta jails, according 
to the Assistance Association for 
Political Prisoners monitoring group.

Suu Kyi remains in military 
detention and her massively 
popular party has been dissolved.

The junta’s phased elections 
ended last Sunday without voting 
in one in five of Myanmar’s 
townships, amid fighting that has 
left large swaths of the country 
outside military control.

Parties that won 90 percent of 
seats in the previous election in 
2020 – won in a landslide by Suu 
Kyi’s party – did not appear on the 
ballot this time, the Asian Network 
for Free Elections said.    – AFP

JAKARTA – The death toll 
from a landslide on Indonesia’s 
main island of Java a week ago rose 
to 53 on Saturday, a rescue official 
said, with 10 people still missing.

An intense downpour triggered 
the landslide that hit Pasirlangu 
village, in an area southeast of the 
capital Jakarta, damaging more 
than 50 houses and displacing 
about 650 people.

Thousands of rescuers, helped by 
the military, police and volunteers, 
have been digging through the mud 
searching for victims.

They had recovered and 

identified 53 bodies by Saturday, 
said Ade Dian Permana, the head of 
the local search and rescue agency, 
up from a previous toll of 44.

At least 10 people are still 
missing, he said, but clearer 
weather was helping the search.

The Indonesian navy has 
said that 23 personnel, who were 
training in the area, were among 
those caught in the landslide.

The search and rescue operation 
in the West Bandung region has 
been extended until Friday.

The government has pointed 
to the role forest loss played in 

flooding and landslides on Sumatra 
island late last year, which killed 
around 1,200 people and displaced 
more than 240,000.

Forests help absorb rainfall and 
stabilise the ground held by their 
roots, and their absence makes 
areas more prone to landslides.

Such disasters are common across 
the vast Indonesian archipelago 
during the rainy season, which 
typically runs from October to March.

Torrential rain also battered 
Indonesia’s Siau island this month, 
causing a flash flood that killed at 
least 16 people.     – AFP

In this photo taken on January 24, furnaces are seen next to glass flasks during a 
press tour of a drug production site southwest of Mongyai, northern Shan State, that 
was captured by the Myanmar military. The Southeast Asian country has long been a 
hive for illegal drug trade, but analysts say the civil war triggered by a 2021 military 
coup has increased production and trafficking.                – AFP

This handout photo taken 
and released by Agence 
Kampuchea Press (AKP) 
on Saturday shows 
Cambodia’s Prime Minister 
Hun Manet (centre left) 
speaking with a Buddhist 
monk at an evacuation 
centre in Preah Vihear 
province. Fighting between 
Cambodia and Thailand 
last month killed dozens of 
people on both sides, and 
since the truce Cambodia 
has demanded the 
withdrawal of Thai troops 
from the territories that 
both sides claim.   – AFP

Myanmar junta calls coup-protesting 
civil servants back to work

Death toll from Indonesia landslide rises to 53

Malaysia seizes tankers with US$129 million 
worth of crude

Death toll in S Philippine 
ferry sinking rises to 40 as 

search continues

2 dead, 3 hospitalized 
in S Vietnam after drinking 

herbal-infused alcohol

Indonesia says it will restore 
access to Musk’s Grok chatbot
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QUETTA – Pakistan forces 
hunted yesterday for the separatists 
behind a string of coordinated 
attacks in restive Balochistan 
province, with the government 
vowing to retaliate after more than 
190 people were killed in two days.

Around a dozen sites remained 
sealed off, with troops combing the 
area a day after militants stormed 
banks, jails, police stations and 
military installations, killing at 
least 31 civilians and 17 security 
personnel, according to the chief 
minister of Balochistan province.

At least 145 attackers were also 
killed, he said.

That figure includes more than 
40 militants that security forces said 
were killed on Friday.

Pakistan has been battling a 
Baloch separatist insurgency for 
decades, with frequent armed 
attacks on security forces, foreign 
nationals and non-local Pakistanis in 
the mineral-rich province bordering 
Afghanistan and Iran.

Mobile internet service across the 
province has been jammed for more 
than 24 hours, while road traffic is 
disrupted and train services suspended.

Typically, bustling Quetta, 
the provincial capital, lay quiet 
yesterday after being rocked by 
explosions, with major roads and 
businesses deserted and people 
staying indoors out of fear.

Shattered metal fragments and 
mangled vehicles littered some roads.

“Anyone who leaves home 
has no certainty of returning safe 
and sound. There is constant fear 
over whether they will come back 
unharmed,” Hamdullah, a 39-year-
old shopkeeper who goes by one 
name, told AFP in Quetta.

‘Our blood is not cheap’
The chief minister, Sarfraz 

Bugti, told a news conference in 
Quetta that all the districts under 
attack were cleared yesterday.

“We are chasing them, we will 
not let them go so easily,” he said.

“Our blood is not that cheap. 
We will chase them until their 
hideouts.”

The Baloch Liberation Army 
(BLA), the province’s most active 
militant separatist group, claimed 
responsibility for the attacks in a 
statement sent to AFP.

The group, which the United 
States has designated a terrorist 
organisation, said it had targeted 
military installations as well as 
police and civil administration 
officials in gun attacks and suicide 
bombings.

Interior Minister Mohsin Naqvi, 
who flew to Quetta late on Saturday 
to attend funerals, claimed without 
offering any evidence that the 
attackers were supported by India.

“We will not spare a single 
terrorist involved in these 
incidents,” he said.

Pakistan Defence Minister 

Khawaja Asif likewise claimed at 
a news conference yesterday that 
the attackers had links to India and 
pledged to “completely eliminate 
these terrorists”.

India denied any involvement.
“We categorically reject the 

baseless allegations made by 
Pakistan, which are nothing but 
its usual tactics to deflect attention 
from its own internal failings,” 
foreign ministry spokesman 
Randhir Jaiswal said yesterday.

‘Broad daylight’
Saturday’s attacks came a day 

after the military said it had killed 

41 insurgents in two separate 
operations in the province.

The insurgents released a video 
showing group head Bashir Zaib 
leading armed units on motorcycles 
during the attack.

Another clip claimed to show 
the abduction of a senior official 
from Nushki district.

The BLA said in a statement to 
AFP yesterday that the official had 
been released.

In another district, militants 
freed at least 30 inmates from a 
local jail, while seizing firearms and 
ammunition. They also ransacked a 
police station and took ammunition 

with them.
“It was one of the most 

audacious attacks in the region in 
recent years, as unlike other attacks, 
it took place in broad daylight,” 
Abdul Basit at the S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies in 
Singapore told AFP.

“It is alarming that militants, 
with coordinated manpower and 
strategic acumen, have now reached 
the provincial capital,” he added.

Several of the BLA’s videos 
featured women insurgents, while 
Defence Minister Asif said at least 
one of the suicide bombers was a 
young woman.

“They continue to showcase 
women strategically in high-
visibility attacks,” Basit said.

Pakistan’s poorest province and 
largest by landmass, Balochistan 
lags behind the rest of the country 
in almost every index, including 
education, employment and 
economic development.

Baloch separatists accuse 
Pakistan’s government of exploiting 
the province’s natural gas and 
abundant mineral resources, without 
benefiting the local population.

The BLA has intensified attacks 
on Pakistanis from other provinces 
working in the region in recent years, 
as well as foreign energy firms.

Last year, the separatists 
attacked a train with 450 passengers 
on board, sparking a deadly two-
day siege.      – AFP

People gather as others collect recyclable items beside a burnt vehicle along a 
road on the outskirts of Quetta, Pakistan yesterday a day after an attack by Baloch 
separatists.                    – AFP

KABUL – After decades hosting 
Afghans fleeing crises at home, 
Pakistan and Iran have ramped up 
deportations and forced millions 
back across the border to a country 
struggling to provide for them.

Whether arriving at the frontier 
surrounded by family or alone, 
Afghan returnees must establish a 
new life in a nation beset by poverty 
and environmental woes.

AFP takes a look at the people 
arriving in Afghanistan and the 
challenges they face.

5 million
More than five million Afghans 

have returned home from Iran and 
Pakistan since September 2023, 
according to the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM).

The figure equates to 10 percent 
of the country’s population, according 
to the agency’s deputy head in 

Afghanistan, Mutya Izora Maskun.
Three million returnees crossed the 

borders just last year, some of whom 
have spent decades living abroad.

Such a huge influx of people 
would be hard for any country to 
manage, Maskun said.

Inadequate housing
Months after arriving in 

Afghanistan, 80 percent of people 
had no permanent home, according 
to an IOM survey of 1,339 migrants 
who returned between September 
2023 and December 2024.

Instead, they had to live in 
temporary housing made from 
materials such as stone or mud.

More recently, the UN refugee 
agency (UNHCR) spoke to Afghans 
who arrived back between January 
and August last year about their 
living arrangements.

Three-quarters of tenants said 

they could not afford their rent, while 
the majority of families were sharing 
rooms with up to four people, according 
to the survey of 1,658 returnees.

Desperate search for work
Just 11 percent of adults pushed 

back from Pakistan and Iran were fully 
employed, the IOM survey found.

For those who returned in the first 
few months of last year, the average 
monthly income was between US$22 
and US$147, according to the 
UNHCR.

Water, electricity shortages
More than half the returnee 

households lack a stable electricity 
supply, according to the IOM.

The agency said that households 
headed by women faced “significantly 
higher vulnerabilities”, with around 
half of them struggling to access safe 
drinking water.

Speeding up land 
distribution

More than 3,000 plots of land 
have been distributed to returnees 
nationwide, Hamdullah Fitrat, 
the Afghan government’s deputy 
spokesman, said in mid-January.

The process “was accelerated”, 
he said while recounting a special 
meeting with supreme leader 
Hibatullah Akhundzada.

On their arrival in Afghanistan, 
returnees usually receive help with 
transport, a SIM card and a small 
amount of money.       – AFP

Afghan returnees arrive from Iran, near the Afghanistan–Iran border at Islam Qala in 
Herat province, Afghanistan on Saturday.                    – AFP

CHITTAGONG – Operations 
at Bangladesh’s main seaport 
were almost halved yesterday as 
workers went on strike over the 
transfer of one of its container 
terminals to a UAE-based 
logistics company.

Fazle Ekram Chowdhury, 
president of the FBCCI, which 
represents berth, shiphandling 
and terminal operators, said 
capacity at the port had been cut 
by 40 percent due to the strike.

It is the latest round of protests 
over foreign ownership of 
Chattogram port, formerly known 
as Chittagong and strategically 
located on the Bay of Bengal.

Bangladesh, the world’s 
second-largest garment exporter, 
relies heavily on the port for 
most of its imports and exports.

The strike was called after the 
Bangladesh High Court ruled last 
week that the contract between 
the Chattogram Port Authority 
and UAE-based DP World to 
operate the port’s New Mooring 
Container Terminal was legal.

The loading and unloading 
of cargo and containers almost 
came to a standstill yesterday, 
with cargo delivery also halted.

Chattogram Port Authority 
spokesperson Omar Faruk did 
not respond to a request for 
comment, although other port 

officials said a committee had 
been formed to assess the loss 
of revenue and identify those 
responsible for the strike.

Police also banned all 
meetings, rallies and gatherings 
around the port.

The High Court ruling 
removed legal barriers to the 
25-year lease agreement for the 
NCT, which was launched in 
2007, with DP World.

Several labour organisations, 
some linked to major political 
parties, vowed to continue the 
strike today.

Labour leader Ibrahim 
Khokon said they feared job 
losses under their new operators.

“If the foreign company takes 
charge, port workers will be forced 
into compulsory retirement, money 
will be siphoned abroad, and 
national revenue will be affected,” 
Khokon said in a statement.

Around 95 percent of 
Bangladesh’s international trade 
is handled through four terminals, 
according to the port authority, 
with the NCT accounting for 40 
percent.

Bangladesh’s interim govern-
ment, led by Nobel laureate Mu-
hammad Yunus, has argued that 
an experienced and professional 
operator is needed to improve port 
service and efficiency.          – AFP

Pakistan seeks out perpetrators after deadly separatist attacks

Strike over terminal 
management hits main 

Bangladesh seaport

Challenges for millions pushed back 
to Afghanistan
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Jay Deshmukh
JERUSALEM – Israel 

announced yesterday it was 

terminating Doctors Without 

Borders’ (MSF) humanitarian 

operations in Gaza after the charity 

failed to provide a list of Palestinian 

staff, a move MSF said was a 

“pretext” to obstruct aid to the war-

devastated territory.

In December, Israel announced it 

would prevent 37 aid organisations, 

including MSF, from working in 

Gaza from March 1 for failing 

to submit detailed information 

about their Palestinian employees, 

drawing widespread condemnation 

from NGOs and the United Nations.

“The Ministry of Diaspora 

Affairs and Combating Antisemitism 

is moving to terminate the activities 

of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) 

in the Gaza Strip,” the ministry said 

on Sunday.

The decision follows “MSF’s 

failure to submit lists of local 

employees, a requirement applicable 

to all humanitarian organisations 

operating in the region”, it added.

The ministry had earlier alleged 

that two MSF employees had links 

with Palestinian militant groups 

Hamas and Islamic Jihad, which the 

charity has vehemently denied.

Yesterday, the ministry said 

MSF had committed in early 

January to sharing the staff list, but 

ultimately refrained.

“Subsequently, MSF announced 

it does not intend to proceed with 

the registration process at all, 

contradicting its previous statements 

and the binding protocol,” the 

ministry added, saying “MSF will 

cease its operations and depart the 

Gaza Strip by February 28”.

No assurances
MSF said it had tried for months 

to engage with Israeli authorities 

over the issue, but its attempts were 

unsuccessful.

MSF charged that the ministry’s 

move was a “pretext to obstruct 

humanitarian assistance” to Gaza.

“Israeli authorities are forcing 

humanitarian organisations into an 

impossible choice between exposing 

staff to risk or interrupting critical 

medical care for people in desperate 

need,” it said in a statement issued 

on Sunday.

“MSF did not hand over staff 

names because Israeli authorities 

failed to provide the concrete 

assurances required to guarantee our 

staff’s safety, protect their personal 

data, and uphold the independence 

of our medical operation,” it said.

Such demands by Israel will 

force aid organisations to pull out 

when “needs are overwhelming and 

health services are collapsing” in 

Gaza, it said.

“At a moment when more 

humanitarian assistance is urgently 

needed, it is being restricted rather 

than facilitated,” the charity said, 

adding that it remained open for 

dialogue with Israeli authorities to 

maintain its services in Gaza and 

the occupied West Bank.

MSF says 15 of its employees 

have been killed over the course of 

the Gaza war.

Minister of Diaspora Affairs and 

Combating Antisemitism Amichai 

Chikli said the organisation had 

“abruptly changed” its position.

“It appears the organisation’s 

employees do not meet the 

established criteria,” Chikli said.

Care at risk
MSF has long been a key provider 

of medical and humanitarian aid in 

Gaza, particularly since the war 

broke out in October 2023 after 

Hamas’s attack on Israel.

The charity says it currently 

provides at least 20 percent of 

hospital beds in the territory and 

operates around 20 health centres.

In 2025 alone, it carried out more 

than 800,000 medical consultations 

and more than 10,000 infant 

deliveries, and it also provides 

drinking water.

Aid groups warn that without 

international support provided by 

organisations such as MSF, critical 

services such as emergency care, 

maternal health and paediatric 

treatment could collapse entirely 

in Gaza, leaving hundreds of 

thousands of residents without basic 

medical care.

As they did with MSF, the Israeli 

authorities have repeatedly accused 

the UN agency for Palestinian 

refugees, UNRWA, of providing 

cover for Hamas militants, claiming 

that some of its employees even took 

part in the October 7, 2023 attack.

A series of investigations, 

including one led by France’s former 

foreign minister Catherine Colonna, 

found some “neutrality-related 

issues” at UNRWA but stressed 

Israel had not provided conclusive 

evidence for its headline allegation.

Last month, Israeli authorities 

began demolishing buildings at 

UNRWA’s headquarters in east 

Jerusalem, which the organisation 

described as an “unprecedented 

attack”.

UNRWA has now been banned 

from operating in east Jerusalem, 

but it continues to operate in Gaza 

and the Israeli-occupied West Bank.

– AFP

A Palestinian patient with kidney failure undergoes dialysis treatment at Al-Aqsa 
Martyrs Hospital, in Deir al-Balah in the central Gaza Strip yesterday.               – AFP
 

RAFAH, Palestinian Territories 

– Israel partially reopened the Rafah 

crossing between the devastated 

Gaza Strip and Egypt yesterday, 

following months of appeals from 

aid groups, though access is limited 

to pedestrians.

COGAT, the Israeli defence 

ministry body coordinating 

Palestinian civilian affairs, made no 

mention of allowing in a long hoped-

for surge of aid, and clarified that 
the passage of individuals through 

the gateway in both directions was 

expected to begin today.

Rafah is considered a key 

entry point for supplies into the 

devastated Palestinian territory, 

where humanitarian conditions 

remain dire after two years of war 

in spite of a ceasefire in place since 
October 10.

The crossing has been closed 

since Israeli forces seized control 

of it in May 2024 during the war 

with Hamas, aside from a brief and 

limited reopening in early 2025.

COGAT said yesterday that 

the “Rafah Crossing was opened 

today for the limited passage of 

residents only”, but later added that 

the “movement of residents in both 

directions, entry and exit to and 

from Gaza, is expected to begin 

tomorrow [today]”.

An official at Gaza’s health 
ministry, which operates under 

Hamas authority, said that about 

200 patients were waiting to be 

permitted to leave the territory once 

the crossing opened.

AFP footage showed a queue of 

ambulances entering the crossing 

from the Egyptian side, though 

sources said none had been allowed 

into Gaza yet.

“The opening of Rafah opens 

a small door of hope for patients, 

students and people in Gaza,” Amin 

Al-Hilu, 53, who lives in a tent in 

the territory’s Al-Shati camp, told 

AFP.

“We need the crossing to fully 

open for travel and bringing in 

goods without Israeli restrictions, 

and this I think will require major 

pressure on Israel.”

No displacement of 
Gazans

A Palestinian official told AFP 
on condition of anonymity that a 

group of “around 40 Palestinians 

affiliated with the Palestinian 
Authority has arrived on the 

Egyptian side of the crossing” and 

was also waiting to be allowed in.

Egypt’s state-linked Cairo News 

reported that the Egyptian side of 

the crossing would remain open 

“round the clock” and that Egyptian 

hospitals were prepared to receive 

patients coming from Gaza.

The leaders of Egypt and 

Jordan meanwhile renewed their 

rejection of any attempts to displace 

Palestinians from Gaza.

During a meeting in Cairo, 

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 

al-Sisi and Jordan’s King Abdullah 

II “renewed their affirmation of 
Egypt and Jordan’s firm stance 

rejecting any attempts to displace 

the Palestinian people from their 

land”, according to a statement 

from the Egyptian presidency.

The two also called for 

“unrestricted humanitarian aid 

access to the Gaza Strip”.

Israel had previously said it 

would not reopen the crossing until 

the body of Ran Gvili – the last 

Israeli hostage held in Gaza – was 

returned.

His remains were recovered 

days ago and he was laid to rest in 

Israel on Wednesday, with COGAT 

announcing the reopening two days 

later.

COGAT described yesterday’s 

reopening as “an initial pilot phase”, 

coordinated with the European Union, 

adding the parties were carrying out 

“preliminary preparations aimed at 

increasing readiness for full operation 

of the crossing”.

Adam Awad, 19, was among 

those waiting to travel through the 

Rafah crossing, hoping to join a 

civil engineering programme at a 

university in Turkey.

“My generation and I deserve a 

chance at life and to build a future,” 

he said. “We are still living in fear 

and anxiety, without shelter, water 

or electricity.”

Deadly violence
Located on Gaza’s southern 

border with Egypt, Rafah is the 

only crossing into and out of the 

territory that does not pass through 

Israel.

It lies in an area held by Israeli 

forces following their withdrawal 

behind the so-called “Yellow Line” 

under the terms of the US-brokered 

ceasefire.
Israeli troops still control more 

than half of Gaza, while the rest 

remains under Hamas authority.

“We call on the mediators 

and guarantor states of the 

[ceasefire] agreement to monitor 
the occupation’s behaviour at the 

Rafah crossing to prevent Gaza 

from facing a new Israeli siege,” 

Hamas spokesman Hazem Qassem 

said in a statement.

The reopening is expected to 

facilitate the entry of a 15-member 

Palestinian technocratic body, 

the National Committee for the 

Administration of Gaza (NCAG), 

established under the ceasefire 
agreement to oversee the territory’s 

day-to-day governance.

However, the NCAG, headed 

by former Palestinian Authority 

deputy minister Ali Shaath, was 

not expected to enter on Sunday, a 

member of the committee said.

Deadly violence preceded the 

reopening of Rafah crossing, with 

the civil defence agency in Gaza 

reporting at least 32 people killed 

in Israeli attacks on Saturday.

The military said it struck in 

retaliation for ceasefire violations 
when eight militants emerged out 

of tunnel in Rafah on Friday. – AFP

Palestinians look on as trucks carrying humanitarian aid arrive in Khan Yunis in the 
southern Gaza Strip, after passing through the Rafah border crossing from Egypt 
yesterday. Israel said it reopened the Rafah crossing between Gaza and Egypt 
yesterday, but only in a limited capacity, allowing passage solely for Palestinian 
residents of the territory.                – AFP
 

Israel to terminate MSF work in Gaza for failing 
to provide Palestinian sta! list

Israel says partially reopening Gaza’s Rafah crossing
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LONDON – A second Jeffrey 
Epstein accuser has alleged the late 
US sex offender sent her to Britain for 
a sexual encounter with former prince 
Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, the 
BBC reported yesterday.

A US lawyer for the woman 
told the broadcaster late Saturday 
the alleged encounter occurred at 
the ousted royal’s residence on the 
Windsor estate, west of London, in 
2010 when she was in her 20s.

The latest account emerged after 
the US Justice Department released 
a huge new batch of documents 
on the Epstein case, including 
photographs of Andrew kneeling 
over a woman lying on the floor.

UK Prime Minister Keir 
Starmer has said the disgraced 
royal should accept requests to 
testify before the US Congress 
about Epstein’s crimes.

Brad Edwards, from the Florida 
legal firm Edwards Henderson, said 
that after spending the night with 
Andrew, the woman said she was 
given a tour of Buckingham Palace.

He added there were 
communications between his 
client and the former prince before 
the alleged encounter and that he 
is now considering filing a civil 
lawsuit on her behalf.

The lawyer, who reportedly 
represents more than 200 
survivors of Epstein abuse, did 
not immediately respond to AFP’s 
request for comment.

Andrew could not be reached for 

comment but has repeatedly denied 
any wrongdoing linked to Epstein.

The claim comes more than a 
decade after sexual assault accusations 
against the ex-Duke of York by another 
Epstein accuser, Virginia Giuffre, first 
emerged publicly.

Giuffre, a US and Australian 
citizen who took her own life last 
year, has alleged she was trafficked 
to have sex with Andrew three times, 
including twice when she was 17.

After she launched a lawsuit against 
him, he paid her a multi-million-pound 
settlement in 2022 without making 
any admission of guilt.

King Charles III stripped his 
brother of his royal titles and 
honours late last year after Giuffre 
recounted the claims in shocking 
detail in a posthumous memoir.

Andrew, 65, had already 
stepped back from royal duties in 
2019 over the accusations and his 
Epstein ties.

The former prince maintained 
their friendship even after the 
disgraced American financier had 
pleaded guilty in Florida in 2008 to 
soliciting a minor for prostitution.

Epstein died in 2019 by suicide 
in jail as he awaited trial for sex 
crimes against minors.

The latest US Justice Department 
release again spotlighted the 
relationship between Epstein and 
former British ambassador to 
Washington and UK minister Peter 
Mandelson.

Mandelson resigned from the US 
post last year after emails emerged 
showing he had also maintained 
friendly contact with him after the 
American’s 2008 conviction.

Yesterday he told the BBC he does 
not remember receiving payments 
from Epstein in 2003 and 2004 which 
totalled US$75,000, according to 
bank statements reportedly included 
in Friday’s disclosures.

Mandelson, who was a Labour 
MP at the time, told the British 
broadcaster he had no record or 
recollection of receiving the money 
and did not know whether the 
documents were authentic.     – AFP

This undated photo at an undisclosed 
location released by the US Justice 
Department on Friday as part of the 
Jeffrey Epstein files shows British 
former prince Andrew Mountbatten-
Windsor kneeling over a woman lying 
on the floor.        – AFP

LOS ANGELES – Los Angeles 
Olympics chief Casey Wasserman 
apologised on Saturday after decades-
old flirty emails between him and 
Jeffrey Epstein’s jailed former 
girlfriend appeared in a fresh cache of 
files related to the investigation into 
the late convicted sex offender.

Wasserman, the chairman of the 
organising committee for the 2028 
Los Angeles Olympics, said his 2003 
email exchanges with Ghislaine 
Maxwell –  who is serving a 20-year 
sentence for trafficking underage 
girls for Epstein –  took place before 
her crimes were known.

“I deeply regret my correspondence 
with Ghislaine Maxwell which took 
place over two decades ago, long 
before her horrific crimes came to 
light,” Wasserman, 51, said in a 
statement obtained by AFP.

Wasserman’s emails to Maxwell 
were among millions of new pages 
released from the Epstein files 
by the US Justice Department on 
Friday, adding fresh fuel to the 
politically explosive case that has 
dogged President Donald Trump.

In his statement on Saturday, 
Wasserman emphasised that he had 
“never had a personal or business 
relationship with Jeffrey Epstein.”

“As is well documented, I 
went on a humanitarian trip as part 

of a delegation with the Clinton 
Foundation in 2002 on the Epstein 
plane,” Wasserman said.

“I am terribly sorry for having 
any association with either of them.”

International Olympic Committee 
president Kirsty Coventry told 
reporters on Sunday she had not had 
any contact with Wasserman since 
he appeared in the files.

Coventry, speaking in Milan 
ahead of Friday’s opening ceremony 
of the Winter Olympics, also said 
the IOC was monitoring reports that 
members of the Olympic body had 
appeared in the Epstein files.

“In terms of IOC members, we’re 
obviously watching and monitoring 
the media and if we’re aware of a 
few things that have been reported 
just today and we need some time to 
look into those,” she said.

Maxwell was sentenced to 20 
years in prison in 2022 after being 
convicted the previous year of helping 
Epstein recruit, groom, and abuse 
underage victims. Federal prosecutors 
said Maxwell had helped procure girls 
– some as young as 14 – for Epstein 
between 1994 and around 2004.

Epstein took his own life in 
2019 while in prison awaiting trial 
on sex-trafficking charges. Maxwell 
was arrested and charged for her 
crimes in 2020.      – AFP

Pierre-Henry Deshayes
OSLO – Marius Borg Hoiby, the 

son of Norway’s future queen from 
a previous relationship, was initially 
welcomed into the royal family, but 
now, facing trial accused of four 
rapes, he has become a liability.

The 29-year-old, who was born 
before his mother Mette-Marit 
Tjessem Hoiby married Norway’s 
Crown Prince Haakon, goes on trial in 
Oslo’s district court tomorrow accused 
of 38 counts, including four rapes and 
assaults against ex-girlfriends.

He was arrested on August 4, 
2024, suspected of assaulting his 
then-girlfriend and causing damage 
to her apartment the previous night.

After that, allegations against 
him poured in: several ex-girlfriends 
came forward and accused him 
of assault, and police gradually 
widened their investigation against 
him to include suspected rapes, 
death threats, drug offences, 
invasion of privacy, violation of 
restraining orders, and more.

Hoiby has admitted only to 
some minor offences.

In a public statement 10 days 
after his arrest, he admitted he had 
acted “under the influence of alcohol 
and cocaine after an argument”, after 
suffering from “mental troubles” 
and struggling “for a long time with 
substance abuse”.

In November 2024, Hoiby spent 
a week in custody – unprecedented 

for someone so closely linked to 
the Norwegian royal family.

‘Gilded cage’
Hoiby was born on January 13, 

1997 after a brief romance between 
his mother and Morten Borg – a 
fellow habitué of the 1990s music 
scene who has also been convicted 
of abuse and drug-related crimes 
– at a time when Norway’s house 
music milieu was known for its 
abundance of hash and ecstasy.

Borg Hoiby was propelled into 
the spotlight at the age of four 
when his mother married Crown 
Prince Haakon, with whom she 
went on to have two other children.

He was raised by the royal couple 
alongside his step-siblings Princess 
Ingrid Alexandra and Prince Sverre 
Magnus, now aged 22 and 20.

Unlike them, however, he has 
no official public role.

Mette-Marit has tried to shield 
him from the media, but his jet-set 
lifestyle has thrust him into the 
public eye.

“He has been put in a virtually 
impossible position: one foot in, 
one foot out. He is not technically 
part of the royal household but 
he grew up in it,” said Sigrid 
Hvidsten, royal commentator at the 
newspaper Dagbladet.

“He has lived in a grey zone, a 
kind of gilded cage,” she told AFP 
in December 2024.

Bad company
But the cage did not stop 

him from hanging out with gang 
members, according to media 
reports. In 2023, police contacted 
him for a cautionary talk after 
he was seen moving in the same 
circles as “notorious criminals”.

Once the assault scandal hit the 
headlines in August 2024, it emerged 
that Hoiby had already been arrested 
in 2017 for using cocaine at a music 
festival, and got off with a fine.

He has lived a comfortable lifestyle 
provided for by his mother and 
stepfather. He does not work or study.

Several ex-girlfriends are now 
plaintiffs in the case against him.

His case has struck a blow to 
the monarchy, at least temporarily, 
though it remains popular, notably 
in the figures of King Harald, 88, 
and Crown Prince Haakon, 52.

In a poll published on 
Wednesday by broadcaster NRK, 
37 percent of people questioned 
said their opinion of the monarchy 
had deteriorated in the past year.

“Marius Borg Hoiby is not 
part of the royal household. In that 
respect, he is independent. But, 
of course, we love him. He is an 
important part of our family,” the 
crown prince said on Wednesday.

“And he is a citizen of Norway. 
With that, he has the same 
responsibilities as everyone else, 
but also the same rights.”     – AFP

WASHINGTON – US House 
Speaker Mike Johnson expressed 
confidence yesterday that he has the 
votes to end by tomorrow a partial 
government shutdown triggered by 
the Trump administration’s violent 
immigration sweeps in Minneapolis.

The government entered the 
shutdown on Saturday as a funding 
deadline passed without Congress 
approving a 2026 budget. The impact 
so far appears to have been minimal.

The House is due to begin 
acting on the emergency today as it 
returns from recess to a snowbound 
Washington, addressing a Senate-
backed deal to reopen the government.

“Let’s say I’m confident that we’ll 
do it at least by Tuesday,” Johnson said 
on NBC’s “Meet the Press” yesterday.

The funding lapse followed a 
breakdown in negotiations driven by 
Democratic anger over the killing of 
two protesters in Minneapolis by federal 
immigration agents, which derailed talks 
over new money for the Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS).

Late Friday, the Senate passed 
a package clearing five outstanding 
funding bills to cover most federal 
agencies through September, along 
with a two-week stopgap measure 
to keep DHS operating while 
lawmakers continue negotiations 
over immigration enforcement policy.

Democrats in the House want 
changes to the way DHS conducts its 
immigration sweeps – with heavily 
armed, masked and unidentified 
agents that sometimes detain people 
without warrants – before voting on 
the spending package.

House Democratic leader Hakim 

Jeffries said yesterday he and his 
colleagues will be talking about 
DHS reforms with Republican 
leaders as lawmakers come back to 
the city from their home districts.

“The administration can’t just 
talk the talk. They need to walk the 
walk. That should begin today. Not 
in two weeks, today,” Jeffries said 
on ABC’s “This Week.”

Trump publicly endorsed the 
Senate deal and urged both parties 
to support it, signalling his desire 
to avoid a second shutdown of his 
second term, following a record 43-
day stoppage last summer.

Much of the US media interpreted 
the White House’s flexibility as 
a recognition that it needed to 
moderate its deportation approach 
following the Minneapolis killings.

Shutdowns temporarily freeze 
funding for non-essential federal 
operations, forcing agencies to halt 
services, place workers on unpaid leave 
or require them to work without pay.

Departments ranging from 
defense, education and transportation 
to housing and financial regulation 
would be affected in a prolonged 
shutdown, while pressure would 
mount quickly to resolve disruptions 
rippling through the economy.

If the House approves the Senate 
deal, lawmakers would then have 
just two weeks to negotiate a full-
year DHS funding bill.

Both parties acknowledge these 
talks will be politically fraught, 
as Democrats are demanding new 
guardrails on immigration enforcement 
and conservatives are pushing their 
own policy priorities.      – AFP

New Epstein accuser claims sexual 
encounter with ex-prince Andrew: report

LA Olympic chief ‘deeply regrets’ !irty 
Maxwell emails in Epstein "les

US House speaker sees swift end 
to govt shutdown

Marius Hoiby, the ‘almost royal’ tarnishing Norway’s crown
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MAPUTO – French energy 
giant TotalEnergies relaunched 
construction on Thursday on a 
massive gas project in northern 
Mozambique that was halted for 
five years after a jihadist attack that 
claimed hundreds of lives.

Reportedly the largest private 
investment in Africa’s energy 
infrastructure, the Mozambique 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) project 
is expected to generate thousands of 
jobs and help make the country one 
of the world’s biggest LNG exporters.

TotalEnergies chief executive 
Patrick Pouyanné announced the 
restart of work at a ceremony near 
the site of the project in the gas-
rich Cabo Delgado province, which 
has been plagued by insurgency for 
around eight years.

“I am delighted to announce the 
full restart of the Mozambique LNG 
project... The force majeure is over,” 
Pouyanné said at the event attended 
by President Daniel Chapo.

The US$20 billion project 

near the border with Tanzania was 
suspended after a 2021 jihadist attack 
that killed an estimated 800 people.

There are already more than 
4,000 workers on site and 80 
percent are Mozambican nationals, 
said Pouyanné, whose company 
owns a 26.5 percent stake in the 
Mozambique LNG consortium.

“This project will make the 
region a new source of global 
energy security,” he said.

TotalEnergies had already lifted in 
October the force majeure suspension 
it declared after the bloodshed.

It is seeking compensation of 
US$4.5 billion in cost overruns 
linked to the delay from the 
Mozambique government.

It is also pushing for a 10-year 
extension to its concession, more 
than double the length of the delay, 
but it was not immediately clear if 
Maputo would approve.

‘Restoring confidence’
“It is a day of celebration for 

Mozambique, for Africa and for the 
world,” Chapo said.

The resumption of work 
showed the country was “capable 
of overcoming challenges and 
restoring the confidence of domestic 
and foreign investors”, he said.

Environmental groups have 
denounced the LNG project as a major 
“climate bomb” that would bring little 
benefit to Mozambicans, more than 
80 percent of whom lived below the 
poverty line of US$3 per day in 2022, 
according to World Bank data.

The TotalEnergies gas project is 
among several in the Cabo Delgado 
area, with others involving Italian 
group ENI and the American oil 
giant ExxonMobil.

Mozambique’s deposits could 
make the impoverished nation one 
of the world’s 10 largest natural gas 
producers, “contributing 20 percent 
of African production by 2040”, 
according to a 2024 report by the 
audit firm Deloitte.

The TotalEnergies-led consor-

tium initially secured a US$15.4 
billion financing agreement involv-
ing 30 lenders.

But the British and Dutch 
governments withdrew financial 
support in early December 2025, 
including US$1.15 billion promised 
by Britain via its export credit 
agency UKEF.

TotalEnergies subsequently 
announced that the other partners 
had “unanimously agreed to provide 
additional equity”.

The project’s relaunch comes 
as TotalEnergies faces two legal 
proceedings in France, including 
a manslaughter investigation after 
survivors and relatives of victims 
of the 2021 attack on the port town 
of Palma, a few kilometres from 
the TotalEnergies site, accused the 
French energy giant of failing to 
protect its subcontractors.

The multinational is also 
the subject of a complaint for 
“complicity in war crimes” filed 
by the European Center for 

Constitutional and Human Rights 
(ECCHR), a German NGO, with 
France’s national anti-terrorism 
prosecutor.

TotalEnergies rejects all the 
accusations.

While Cabo Delgado has not 
experienced another attack on the 
scale of the 2021 assault, there are 
still regular attacks on civilians and 
troops, including beheadings and 
kidnappings.

More than 6,400 people have 
been killed since the Islamic State-
linked insurgency began in 2017, 
according to conflict tracking group 
Armed Conflict Location and Event 
Data (ACLED).

The violence has also displaced 
tens of thousands of people.

After Russia’s Wagner Group 
failed to contain the long-running 
insurgency, Rwandan troops were 
deployed to the area in 2021. Three 
were killed in May 2025 and several 
Mozambican soldiers have also 
reportedly lost their lives.      – AFP

GENEVA – The United Nations 
warned on Friday of severe over-
crowding in temporary accommo-
dation shelters hosting an estimated 
100,000 people displaced by flood-
ing in Mozambique, and appealed 
for more international support.

The southern African country’s 
latest bout of flooding has claimed 
around 140 lives since October 1, 
according to the National Disasters 
Management Institute, while 
nearly 400,000 people have had to 
flee their homes.

“An estimated 100,000 people 
are now sheltering in around 
100 temporary accommodation 
centres, including schools and 
public buildings. Overcrowding 
in these centres is severe,” The 
UN Refugee Agency, also known 
as UNHCR, said in a statement.

“Many sites, particularly 
in remote areas, lack adequate 
privacy, lighting and basic services, 
creating dangerous conditions for 
the most vulnerable.”

The Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) said 
women and girls were facing 
a heightened risk of violence, 
sexual exploitation and abuse. 
Many were distressed and needed 
support, it added.

Old people and those with 
disabilities struggled to get to 
help at sites “not designed to meet 
their needs”, it said.

And as well as those in temporary 
shelters, many more remain stranded 
in the worst-affected areas, with 
access roads still under water and 
bridges washed away.

“This crisis underscores 
Mozambique’s vulnerability,” 
UNHCR said.

“With continued rainfall 
forecast and flood risks remaining 
high, further displacement is 
possible. Urgent international 
support is critical to scale up life-
saving assistance and protection 
services.”

UNHCR Mozambique is 
seeking US$38.2 million in 2026.

The World Food Programme 
(WFP) said it urgently needs 
US$32 million for the next three 
months’ operations, saying it was 
stepping up efforts to reach more 
than 450,000 people.

“The needs are skyrocketing 
in Mozambique,” Ross Smith, 
WFP’s emergency preparedness 
and response chief, told reporters 
in Geneva.

“We are currently very, very 
stretched for resources,” he said, 
speaking from Rome.

“We’re at 40 percent less 
funding than we were a year ago 
and that’s really straining our ability 
to stand up a full-scale response in 
places like Mozambique.”

With roads badly damaged, the 
WFP said it was using amphibious 
vehicles, boats, heavy-duty trucks, 
fixed-wing aircraft, and helicopters 
to try to reach communities hit by 
the floods.   – AFP

A man fishes in floodwater in the middle of crops and a sugarcane field near southern Mozambique’s village of 3 de 
Fevereiro.                 – AFP

LISBON – Two men died 
Saturday in separate falls in Portugal 
while repairing roofs damaged by 
Storm Kristin earlier last week.

The storm’s hurricane-force 
winds struck central and northern 
Portugal overnight on Tuesday, 
killing five people, causing flooding 
and widespread property damage.

With more heavy rain forecast 
to hit the region, many residents in 
the worst affected area were racing 
to repair their properties to prevent 
further damage.

A 73-year-old man died after falling 
from a roof while replacing tiles in the 
town of Batalha near the hard-hit central 
city of Leiria, local officials said.

Another man plunged to his death 
while fixing a roof in Alcobaça, the 
mayor of the central city, Hermínio 
Rodrigues, wrote in an Instagram post 
without giving details about the victim.

“We urge the public not to 
risk their lives when dealing with 

situations of this kind without 
technical knowledge or proper safety 
conditions,” he added.

The national weather agency, 
IPMA, has placed all of mainland 
Portugal on alert until today for 
heavy rain accompanied by winds of 
up to 100 km/h.

With rivers already swollen and 
the soil waterlogged, Portugal’s civil 
protection service warned the fresh 
rainfall could cause flash flooding in 
urban areas and trigger landslides and 
rockfalls.

Prime Minister Luis Montenegro 
on Thursday declared a state of 
calamity, one peg below a state 
of emergency, for the hardest-hit 
areas, giving authorities the power 
to enforce safety measures and 
coordinate emergency responses.

Some 198,000 customers were 
still without power on Saturday, 
mainly in central Portugal, according 
to power company E-Redes.     – AFP

Spanish bullfighter David Fandila ‘El Fandi’ performs a pass to a bull with a capote 
during a bullfight at the monumental bullring Hugo Domingo Molina in the framework of 
the celebration of the International San Sebastián Fair in San Cristóbal, Táchira state, 
Venezuela, on Saturday.                        – AFP

Mozambique gas project resumes 
after 5-year security suspension

UN appeals for more support 
for !ood-hit Mozambicans

2 men die in Portugal "xing 
storm-damaged roofs
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MANCHESTER – 
Benjamin Sesko rode 
to Manchester United’s 

rescue in another thrilling 3-2 win for 
Michael Carrick’s men over Fulham 
yesterday, as Aston Villa’s Premier 
League title challenge faltered in defeat 
to 10-man Brentford.

A third consecutive win since 
Carrick took the reins at Old Trafford 
propelled United back into the top four 
at the expense of Chelsea and Liverpool.

A week on from a 3-2 win at Arsenal, it 
was another throwback to United’s glory 
days during Carrick’s playing career as 
they snatched victory in dramatic fashion 
after a Fulham fightback.

Casemiro opened the scoring from 
Bruno Fernandes’ free-kick to give 
United the perfect start on 19 minutes.

The Brazilian then turned provider 
for United’s second but Matheus Cunha 
still had plenty to do before lashing high 
beyond Bernd Leno.

Just a second defeat in nine league 
games dealt a blow to Fulham’s own 
hopes of European football next season.

The visitors showed plenty of fight 
as Raul Jimenez’s penalty halved the 
deficit five minutes from time before 
Kevin’s spectacular strike looked to 
have salvaged a point.

But United went straight down 
the other end and Sesko spun onto 
Fernandes’ pass before blasting into the 
top corner.

Villa’s title dreams fade
Villa were hoping to move back 

within four points of Arsenal at the top 
of the table, but their unlikely bid for a 

first league title since 1981 faltered in a 
second consecutive 1-0 home defeat.

Brentford inflicted a huge blow on 
Unai Emery’s men despite playing more 
than half the game a man down.

Kevin Schade was sent off for 
kicking out at Matty Cash on 42 minutes.

But in first-half stoppage time, the 
Bees took the lead when Dango Ouattara 
blasted in from a narrow angle.

Villa laid siege to the Brentford goal 
after the break but lacked the invention 
to break the visitors down.

Tammy Abraham did have the 
ball in the net but was denied a debut 
goal on his return to Villa after a VAR 
review found the ball had gone out of 
play in the build-up.

Crystal Palace also failed to make 
the most of a man advantage amid fears 
of being dragged into a relegation battle 
in a 1-1 draw at Nottingham Forest.

Morgan Gibbs-White’s early strike 
put Forest in front, but Neco Williams’ 
decision to punch the ball clear off his 
own goal-line just before half-time was 
the break the visitors needed.

Ismaila Sarr netted from the penalty 
spot after Williams was shown a red card.

However, Palace failed to end their 
12-game wait for a win and remain just 
three points above Forest and nine clear 
of the bottom three. 

In the late game Manchester City 
were held to a 2 all draw by Tottenham 
Hotspur.                – AFP / MPD

Sesko strikes to rescue Man Utd, Villa 
beaten by Brentford

Manchester United’s Brazilian midfielder Casemiro (top right) scores the team’s first goal 
with a header during the English Premier League match against Fulham at Old Trafford in 
Manchester, north west England, yesterday.               – AFP

Napoli skipper Di Lorenzo suffers knee 
sprain, avoids long injury lay-off

ROME – Napoli have escaped losing another 
player to a long injury lay-off after the Serie A 
champions announced yesterday that captain 
Giovanni Di Lorenzo had suffered a knee sprain.

Di Lorenzo was stretchered off in agony during 
Napoli’s 2-1 win over Fiorentina on Saturday and coach 
Antonio Conte feared ligament damage.

But Napoli said that following tests carried out yesterday 
the 32-year-old had been diagnosed with a “grade two 
sprain in his left knee”, an injury which Italian media report 
will keep him out of action for around a month.

That is better news than anticipated for Napoli who 
have been hit by a series of injuries to key players which 
have hampered their league title defence, with the southern 
Italians trailing leaders Inter Milan by six points having 
played one more game.

Di Lorenzo should also be back in action in time for 
Italy’s World Cup play-off semi-final against Northern 
Ireland on March 26, with a final away against either Bosnia 
and Herzegovina or Wales awaiting the winners.        – AFP

Last-gasp Demirovic strike sends 
Stuttgart 4th

BERLIN – Ermedin Demirovic unleashed a 
thunderbolt in the 90th minute to send Stuttgart 
into the top four with a 1-0 home win over 
Freiburg in the Bundesliga yesterday.

RB Leipzig’s home defeat by Mainz on Saturday left 
the door open for the German Cup holders climb into the 
Champions League places.

Stuttgart were in complete control but were kept at bay 
until the final minute, when substitute Demirovic latched onto 
a Deniz Undav pass and hit a dipping effort just under the bar.

The win takes Stuttgart, who were drawn to face 
Scottish champions Celtic in the knockout play-off round 
of the Europa League on Friday, three points clear of 
Leipzig in fourth spot.

“What can you say?” Stuttgart coach Sebastian 
Hoeness told DAZN about Demirovic’s goal. “It was 
beautiful. There were some other nice things, but the goal 
was simply world-class.”

Stuttgart peppered Freiburg’s goal in the opening half 
but somehow failed to break through.

Undav had a shot cleared off the line by defender 
Matthias Ginter before the half-hour and blasted wide 
minutes later with just goalkeeper Noah Atubolu to beat.

Atubolu kept Bilal El Khannouss out after the break 
while one-on-one with the Moroccan.

Demirovic, brought off the bench with 13 minutes 
remaining, took a touch from an Undav pass and fired 
Stuttgart in front. The goal was Demirovic’s 50th in the 
Bundesliga but his first from outside the box.

Stuttgart ‘keeper Alexander Nuebel ensured the hosts 
claimed all three points with a superb reflex save from 
Bruno Ogbus in stoppage time.           – AFP

In-form Lyon make it 10 wins in a row
PARIS – Lyon continued their excellent run 

of form with a 1-0 win over Lille in Ligue 1 
yesterday making it 10 straight victories in all 
competitions to further boost their chances of a 

return to the Champions League.
Danish midfielder Noah Nartey scored the only goal of 

the game late in the opening half, a first for the 20-year-old 
since his arrival from Brondby last month.

The seven-time French champions have now won 
10 successive games since a 1-0 loss at Lorient in early 
December, including five on the bounce in Ligue 1.

That form has allowed Paulo Fonseca’s side - also 
boosted by the arrival of Brazil striker Endrick on loan 
from Real Madrid - to cement their grip on fourth place 
in the table, which brings with it a spot in next season’s 
Champions League qualifying rounds.

With 39 points, Lyon trail Marseille in third only on 
goal difference and are seven points clear of fifth-placed 
Lille, for whom this was in contrast a sixth loss in seven 
matches in 2026.

Marseille followed their exit from the Champions 
League during the week by squandering a two-goal lead 
to draw 2-2 at Paris FC on Saturday.

Lens are top of the standings on 46 points after beating 
Le Havre 1-0 on Friday.             – AFP

MADRID – Kylian Mbappe 
stayed calm to roll home a 100th-
minute penalty and claim Real 
Madrid a 2-1 win over nine-man 

Rayo Vallecano yesterday in a spicy La 
Liga derby clash.

Los Blancos cut Barcelona’s lead 
back to one point at the top of the table 
after the Spanish champions beat Elche 
on Saturday.

Vinicius Junior scored early on for 
Madrid after Jude Bellingham limped 
off with an apparent hamstring injury.

Jorge de Frutos pulled Rayo level 
early in the second half as Madrid fans 
showed their anger at their team.

After Pathe Ciss’s red card tilted 
the game in Madrid’s favour, Mbappe 
netted from the spot at the death for his 
22nd La Liga goal this season.

Pep Chavarria was also sent off in 
the final stages for Rayo, 17th, who took 
a shaky Madrid to the wire before falling 
short.

“It was a victory with a lot of heart, 
a lot of soul, the Bernabeu pushed us 
on against a team that always creates a 
lot of problems for us,” coach Alvaro 
Arbeloa told Real Madrid TV.

After the hosts’ defeat at Benfica 
in midweek which forced them into 
the Champions League play-off round, 
the Santiago Bernabeu crowd was in 
unforgiving mood.

Arbeloa and Mbappe had begged 

fans to support the team but, just as they 
did a fortnight ago against Levante, they 
whistled their own players.

Former Barcelona winger Ilias 
Akhomach fired narrowly wide early 
on - the atmosphere would have been 
further soured had his effort crept inside 
Thibaut Courtois’ post.

Madrid suffered an early setback 
as England international Bellingham 
pulled up holding the back of his thigh, 
going off in agony.

Vinicius fired the hosts ahead in the 
15th minute, showing tidy footwork just 
inside the area before firing high over 
Augusto Batalla and into the net.

Arda Guler came close to getting a 
second, with Batalla saving his effort 
and Vinicius turning the rebound wide.

Los Blancos were in charge but 
despite taking the lead, their fans were 
not appeased, and whistled the team in 
at the break.

Four minutes into the second half 
Rayo pulled level. Alvaro Garcia 
nodded a cross down for De Frutos, a 
former Madrid youth player, to reach 
and drill home.

The visitors should have taken the 
lead after an hour when Andrei Ratiu 
ran through on goal with only Courtois 
to beat but the Belgian stopper made a 
superb save to deny him.

Mbappe came centimetres away 
from putting Madrid in front when 

Batalla rushed out of his goal, with 
the French forward knocking the ball 
around him but then hitting the bar from 
distance.

Numerical advantage
Rayo made life harder for themselves 

when midfielder Ciss was sent off for an 
ugly foul on Madrid’s Dani Ceballos.

Eduardo Camavinga headed against 
the post as Arbeloa’s side turned the 
screw, before nine minutes of stoppage 
time were added on.

With the clock ticking down Madrid 
were awarded a penalty when Nobel 
Mendy clumsily fouled Brahim Diaz, and 
La Liga’s top scorer Mbappe dispatched 
it to snatch three points for his side.

Rayo finished the match with nine 
men after Chavarria was shown a second 
yellow card for shoving Rodrygo Goes.

“The first red card affected us a lot 
and in the end we couldn’t take anything 
from here,” De Frutos told DAZN.

Arbeloa said he was now looking for-
ward to a fortnight without midweek games 
due to Madrid’s early Copa del Rey exit.

“We’ve had a lot more games 
than training sessions, which are for 
recovering and can’t be done at high 
intensity - as a coach I’ve missed that 
time to work,” said the coach.

“We’ll use these two weeks to keep 
improving the team, individually and 
collectively.”             – AFP

Football shorts

Mbappe penalty earns Real Madrid late 
win over 9-man Rayo
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Rugby

SINGAPORE – Fiji produced a stirring 
second-half comeback to overcome a 12-point 
deficit and beat France in the men’s final at the 
world sevens tournament in Singapore yesterday.

New Zealand earlier produced a dominant win 
over arch-rivals Australia in the women’s final.

Fiji beat France for third place in the opening 
two legs of the 2025-26 series in Dubai and 
Cape Town, but trailed in Singapore after the 
Europeans took a 12-0 half-time lead through 
tries by Jordan Sepho and Paulin Riva.

The Fijians hit back in the second half with 
converted tries from Viwa Naduvalo, Kavekini 
Tanivanuakula and Pilipo Bukayaro to seal a 
21-12 win.

It was their second consecutive victory in 
Singapore after beating Kenya last year and 
moved the South Pacific side to the top of the 
men’s standings on 58 points, four ahead of 
second-placed New Zealand.

“In these kind of games, some people give 
up, some people have given up, but I would like 
to thank the boys for working hard and keeping 
the tempo,” said Fiji captain Jeremaia Matana.

Fiji top 7s standings after comeback win in Singapore

Fiji’s men’s team and New Zealand’s women’s team celebrate with the trophies after their victories at the 
final event during the HSBC Rugby Sevens Singapore tournament in the National Stadium of Singapore 
yesterday.                   – AFP

LAHORE – The Pakistani 
government cleared its national 
team yesterday to compete in the 
Twenty20 World Cup starting from 

February 7, but stopped them from playing 
arch-rivals and tournament co-hosts India.

“The government of Pakistan grants approval 
to the Pakistan cricket team to participate in the 
Twenty20 World Cup, however, the Pakistan 
team shall not take the field in the match 
scheduled on 15th February against India,” a 
Pakistan government release said.

The Pakistan team will fly to Colombo 
this afternoon after a week of uncertainty in 
the wake of Bangladesh’s expulsion from the 
tournament.

The decision was announced after 
Pakistan’s cricket chief Mohsin Naqvi met 
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, for a second 
time in a week, in Lahore yesterday.

Naqvi had not previously said whether 
the national team would refuse to play in the 
Sri Lankan capital against India - the highest 
revenue-generating game - but the Shahbaz 
Sharif-led coalition government confirmed its 
decision yesterday.

The World Cup runs from February 7 to 
March 8, co-hosted by India and Sri Lanka 
and featuring 20 teams.

Naqvi hinted last week at an outright 
boycott of the event in protest at the 
International Cricket Council’s (ICC) decision 
to reject Bangladesh’s demands to relocate 

their matches from India to Sri Lanka over 
security fears.

Bangladesh’s demands were voted down 
by ICC Board members after a weeks-long 
standoff, with Pakistan the only country siding 
with them.

The ICC replaced Bangladesh with 
Scotland last Saturday, drawing a fierce 
reaction from Naqvi, who criticised the 
governing body for double standards.

Pakistan’s refusal to play against India 
- who they have already played at neutral 
venues in Sri Lanka - will have severe financial 
implications.

Pakistan and India have not played in any 
bilateral cricket since 2012 and only face each 
other in multi-nation events.

Under a deal signed last year, India and 
Pakistan agreed not to travel to each other’s 
countries in cases where either hosts an ICC 
event, instead playing at neutral venues.

Pakistan open their campaign against 
the Netherlands in Colombo on February 7 
in Group A, which also includes arch-rivals 
India, the United States and Namibia.

Former Pakistan wicketkeeper batter 
Kamran Akmal backed the decision.

“Enough is enough, we had to take 
this decision,” Akmal told AFP. “India has 
been frequently mixing politics with sport 
and damaging the spirit of the game, so our 
government has taken a strong decision which 
should be backed.’       – AFP

Martin Parry
MELBOURNE – Carlos 

Alcaraz swept past Novak 
Djokovic to win his first 
Australian Open yesterday 

and become the youngest man to complete 
a career Grand Slam, denying the Serbian 
great an unprecedented 25th major.

The Spaniard was imperious after a slow 
start in dismissing the 38-year-old, 2-6, 
6-2, 6-3, 7-5 on Rod Laver Arena to claim 
a seventh Slam title and cement himself as 
undisputed world number one.

He becomes the youngest man in the 
Open era to win all four majors, adding to 
his two titles each from Wimbledon and the 
French and US Opens.

At 22, he surpassed legendary country-
man Rafael Nadal - in the crowd to witness 
the feat - who was 24 when he did the same.

A seventh Slam put him alongside 
John McEnroe and Mats Wilander and one 
behind Andre Agassi, Jimmy Connors and 
Ivan Lendl.

“Lifting the trophy for the first time in 
Australia was crazy,” Alcaraz said, before 
writing on a TV camera lens: “Job finished. 
Four out of four complete.”

He added: “A dream come true. I 
dreamt about getting an Australian Open 
and completing the career Grand Slam.”

He paid tribute to Djokovic.
“You were talking about how I’m doing 

the things I am, but what you’re doing is 
really inspiring, not only for tennis players 
but athletes around the world.”

It was a first defeat for Djokovic in 
a Melbourne final, having won all 10 
previously, leaving him still searching for 
a landmark 25th major to better Australia’s 
Margaret Court, who was also watching on 
centre court.

Djokovic, striving to become the oldest 
man to lift a Grand Slam singles trophy, last 
won one at the US Open in 2023. Since then 
Alcaraz and Jannik Sinner have dominated.

“I must be very honest and say that 
I didn’t think I would be standing in the 
closing ceremony of a Grand Slam again, 
so I owe you the gratitude of pushing me 
forward in the last couple weeks,” Djokovic 
said, speaking to the fans in the stadium.

He went on to hint this could be his last 
time at Melbourne Park.

“God knows what happens tomorrow, 
let alone in six months or 12 months, so it 
has been a great ride.”

He also joked with Nadal in the stands, 
saying: “There are too many Spanish 
legends. I feel like I was one against two 
tonight. It’s not fair.”

Fighting fatigue
Both men battled through five long sets 

in their semi-finals, Alcaraz against Alexan-
der Zverev and Djokovic with Sinner, and 
recovery was always going to be key.

But they showed few signs of fatigue in 
another gladiatorial contest.

They both opened with comfortable 
holds before Djokovic was presented with 
the first break point chance at 2-1.

Alcaraz saved it, but the aggressive 
fourth seed kept pressing and converted on 
his third, then consolidated for a 4-1 lead.

Djokovic was reading Alcaraz’s serve 
well and once he got in the rallies was 
authoritative, with a sensational forehand 
winner earning him two set points.

He claimed the set in a statement 33 
minutes, having dominated the big moments.

It was vintage Djokovic, but Alcaraz 
upped the tempo to break for 2-1 in the 
second set, pumping his fist when he saved 
a break point and held in the next game.

Djokovic put drops in his eyes and 
began rubbing them, unable to tame a now 
rampant Alcaraz, who broke again for 5-2.

There were some sensational rallies that had 
the crowd on their feet in set three, which went 
with serve until Djokovic slapped a forehand 
wide under pressure to slip 2-3 behind.

He gamely saved four set points at 3-5 
but with his energy levels dropping was 
unable to save a fifth.

On the back foot, Djokovic then saved 
six break points in an 11-minute opening 
service game in set four to stay alive.

But Alcaraz ground him down and 
pounced as Djokovic served to stay in the 
match to seal a famous win.

It ensured he remained world number 
one and Sinner two, with Djokovic moving 
up a place to three.    – AFP

Pakistan cleared to play T20 World Cup 
but boycott India match: govt

Alcaraz sweeps past Djokovic to 
win ‘dream’ Australian Open

Russia’s figure skater Kamila Valieva competes in 
Russia’s Skate Jumping Championship at Navka 
arena in Moscow on Saturday. Russian figure 
skating prodigy Valieva returned to competitive 
sport on Saturday hoping to roll back the years 
in a once promising career blighted by a doping 
scandal. Aged just 15 she had propelled Russia 
to team gold at the 2022 Winter Games in 
Beijing, becoming the first female skater to land 
a quadruple jump in an Olympic competition, 

but that medal and all her other titles from 
December 2021 onwards 

were stripped 
after it emerged 
she had failed 

a doping test before the Winter Olympics, a 
decision the Kremlin denounced as “politicised”.           

– AFP

“I can’t say that we are the best, but yeah, 
all the teams are great and... maybe its our 
time,” he said.

The All Blacks Sevens claimed third 
place after a late try by Michael Manson 
helped them come from behind to edge South 
Africa 14-12 in the bronze medal match.

New Zealand’s women claimed the gold 
medal after running in six tries in a 36-7 
trouncing of Australia.

Aiming to avenge their December Cape 
Town final loss to their arch-rivals, the Black 
Ferns Sevens surged to a 24-0 halftime lead 
with two tries from Jorja Miller and one each 
by Jazmin Felix-Hotham and Mahina Paul.

Felix-Hotham added her second try after 
the interval, and Katelyn Vahaakolo also went 
over for New Zealand, while Bienne Terita 
got a late consolation try for the Australians.

Canada finished third in the women’s 
tournament after an extra-time try by Olivia 
Apps secured a 24-19 win over the United 
States.

The teams now head to Australia for the 
next event in the series in Perth next weekend.

– AFP
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Aishwarya Kumar
BENGALURU, India –  

When India’s comic book series 
Amar Chitra Katha was launched 
in 1967, its mission was simple: 
introduce children to the coun-
try’s vast universe of Hindu gods, 
legends and history.

Nearly six decades later, the 
comic, known simply as ACK and 
meaning “immortal illustrated 
stories”, is still holding its ground 
in an era ruled by smartphones 
and streaming television.

Founded by storyteller Anant 
Pai after he noticed children on a 
quiz show knew more about Greek 
gods than their own mythological 
heroes, ACK quickly became a 
cultural touchstone.

Its titles, from tales of Hindu 
deities to biographies of freedom 
fighters, sold in the millions and 
were translated into multiple 
regional languages.

The journey has faced 
turbulence.

The arrival of the Cartoon 
Network in India and a 
blockbuster television adaptation 
of the Hindu epic “Mahabharata” 
dented sales.

Last year, a fire at its Mumbai 
warehouse destroyed part of the 
company’s precious archive.

Still, the publisher marches on 
– powered not just by nostalgic 
adults, but by their children too.

“The largest number of 
readers for Amar Chitra Katha are 

between 25 and 45,” executive 
editor Reena I. Puri told AFP.

“They are the ones who’ve 
been brought up with Amar 
Chitra Katha... and give it to their 
children to read.”

ACK fan Aarav Vedhanaya-
gam said his favourite was about 
an air force pilot who won India’s 
highest military medal.

“I love how they narrate the 
stories, and also the drawings,” 
the 13-year-old said.

“From the smallest child 
to the oldest grandfather – it is 
suitable for all ages.”

‘Really develop’
Production depends on the 

same painstaking research, 
writing and colouring, although 
some images of deities have 
evolved.

“We used to have a very 
slender Ram, a very slender Shiva, 
drawn lovingly by artists who 
drew by hand,” said Puri, 68, who 
has been with ACK for 34 years.

“Today the artists... give them 
six-pack abs and muscles.”

Not all fans love the makeover, 
but Puri said times change.

“Children today are not used 
to that old kind of art,” Puri said. 
“We have to adapt to what the 
children want.”

Storytelling has also shifted.
“If, earlier, we used to show 

the man sitting with a newspaper, 
and the woman sweeping the 

floor or cooking food, that’s 
changed,” she added.

“It could be the woman sitting 
and reading a book, and the man 
gets her a cup of tea.”

The COVID-19 pandemic 
forced ACK to confront the 
digital age head-on, making its 
app free for a month, sparking a 
surge in readers.

More than a quarter stayed 
on, and today, digital earns nearly 
as much as print.

“We realised that here was 
something that we could really 
develop,” said Puri.

‘Art is to be respected’
But one frontier is firmly off-

limits: artificial intelligence (AI).
“Art is to be respected, a 

writer’s work is to be respected”, 
Puri said.

Comic designer Srinath 
Malolan, 24, who grew up 
reading ACK in his school 
library, said the human-made 
process ensures content remains 
safe for children.

“The internet can create 
whatever it wants... we have 
meticulously looked at what we 
are giving the kids,” Malolan said.

Puri is confident in ACK’s 
future.

“The focus for us is our 
founder’s vision... to tell the 
stories of India to the children 
of India,” she said. “It’s always 
going to be relevant.” – AFP

‘Immortal’ Indian comics keep up with changing times

Graphic designers of India’s oldest and indigenous comic book publisher Amar Chitra 
Katha work on their laptops at the ACK office in Bengaluru, southern India, last month. 

– AFP 

An employee walks past standees at India’s oldest and indigenous comic book publisher 
Amar Chitra Katha’s (ACK) office in Mumbai last month.                      – AFP

Emma Lacoste with Jesus Olarte
WASHINGTON – “Melania,” the 

Amazon MGM-produced documen-
tary following the typically guarded 
US first lady as she prepares for her 
husband Donald’s second inaugura-
tion, opened in cinemas on Friday.

The wide release came a day 
after a lavish premiere at the 
Kennedy Centre, recently redubbed 
the Trump-Kennedy Centre, where 
the 55-year-old former model’s 
outspoken husband called the film 
“glamorous, very glamorous.”

At a showing in Washington, 
where a major winter storm had 
snarled transit, Savannah Harrison 
told AFP she had purchased her ticket 
because she “was just very intrigued 

to see the behind the scenes.”
Unlike most reviewers in US 

media, she was delighted by the 
film.

“In contrast of what we see from 
President Trump everyday, it’s just 
another aspect that it humanises 
them a little bit more,” she said, 
admitting that she went into the film 
with a positive view of the first lady.

In Los Angeles, where voters 
opted against Trump 2-to-1 in 2024, 
a billboard for the documentary 
was defaced to make it appear as if 
the first lady was defecating on an 
American flag.

The 1-hour-44-minute film fol-
lows the Melania during the 20 days 
leading up to the January 20, 2025 

inauguration. After its theatri-
cal release it will be available for 
streaming on Prime Video.

From the presidential couple’s 
Florida estate to Trump Tower in 
New York and the White House, the 
first lady goes from appointment 
to appointment, preparing her 
outfits for Inauguration Day and 
deciding on decor for their return to 
Washington.

There are no sensational 
revelations, though she does discuss 
the deep impact of her mother’s 
death. She also says her favourite 
singer is Michael Jackson.

Surprise guests also make 
appearances, including French first 
lady Brigitte Macron, who holds 
a video call with her incoming 
American counterpart.

Critiques
While the film grants rare access 

into her life, “Melania” has also 
given an insight into the way US 
business titans have lined up to pay 
tribute to the Trump administration 
in the past year.

Amazon tycoon Jeff Bezos 
has grown notably closer to 
Trump, securing a prime seat 
at the inauguration and telling 
The Washington Post newspaper 
he owns to favour pro-business 
editorials.

US media say that of Amazon’s 
US$40 million licensing deal for 
the film, Melania, who served as 

Melania Trump’s atypical documentary opens in cinemas 

US first daily Melania Trump attends Amazon MGM’s “Melania” World Premiere at 
The Trump-Kennedy Centre on Thursday in Washington, DC.              – AFP 

executive producer, will receive 70 
percent. The next highest bid, from 
Disney, was reportedly only US$14 
million.

At a viewing in Florida, Jannet 
Iglesias was enthusiastic about the 
film, calling it “incredible.”

“I think that everyone has to 
come and see it. I’m going to come 
for the second time,” she said.

US media has been less 
enthusiastic in its reviews, with The 
Atlantic calling the documentary 
a “disgrace” and the Variety 
trade magazine describing it as a 
“shameless infomercial.”

Expected viewership for the 
film has also been much discussed 
online, with many anticipating 
weak sales.

In South Africa, the film was 
withdrawn from major cinemas just 
before its release, with the distributor 
citing “the current climate.”

South Africa’s government has 
had very tense relations with Trump, 
notably over his unfounded allegations 
of there being a “genocide” against 
White people in the country.

The film has also been roundly 
critiqued for its director: Brett 
Ratner.

The director behind the “Rush 
Hour” franchise was in 2017 
accused of sexual assault by 
actresses Natasha Henstridge and 
Olivia Munn, as well as four other 
women, in the midst of the #MeToo 
movement. He has denied any 
wrongdoing.      – AFP
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Latin dragon
The dragon dance is performed 
during celebrations marking the 
Chinese Lunar New Year, which 
welcomes the Year of the Horse, 
in the Liberdade district of Sao 
Paulo, Brazil, on Saturday. 

  – AFP

Holiday for all
A pet cat waits inside a pet transport case at the pet handover area of China Railway 
Express at Lanzhou West Railway Station, in Lanzhou, Gansu Province, yesterday. With the 
arrival of the Spring Festival travel season, Lanzhou West Railway Station has welcomed a 
number of pet passengers. These pet passengers are specially monitored and looked after 
by train staff, traveling in dedicated pet transport cases equipped with intelligent monitoring 
systems.             – Xinhua

Up the rainbow staircase
Hindu devotees walk after climbing the 272 steps to the Batu Caves temple to make 
offerings during the Thaipusam festival at Batu Caves on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur 
yesterday. Hundreds of thousands ethnic Indian Malaysians gathered in temples across 
the country to celebrate the Thaipusam religious festival yesterday, with many piercing their 
bodies with hooks and skewers in acts of devotion                        – AFP

Mighty mouse
Dressed up revellers sail their 
decorated boats on the Grand 
Canal during the traditional parade 
at Venice Carnival, yesterday. The 
Venice Carnival 2026 runs from 
January 31 to February 17, 2026, 
themed “Olympus – The Origins of the 
Game” (or Olympus: Alle Origini del 
Gioco). It celebrates the 2026 Milano-
Cortina Winter Olympics by blending 
mythology, art, sport, and the spirit of 
competition.          – AFP

Nightmare for some
Clowns fill the pews as they attend the annual Grimaldi Memorial Service at the All Saints 
Church in east London yesterday. The annual event is open to clowns from across the world 
who gather in memory of the legendary Joseph Grimaldi, the “king of clowns”, who was a 
19th century English stage performer.            – AFP

Powerful force
Visitors view Niagara Falls from the Canadian side in Niagara Falls, Ontario, Canada, on 
Friday.           – Xinhua


