
Armindo Neves
The Health Breau (SSM) hosted 

a press conference about domestic 
accident prevention and emergency 
response health education at a build-
ing adjacent to the public Conde de 
São Januário Hospital Centre, 
announcing that it recorded over 
4,300 domestic accidents last year. 

According to the bureau’s 
Disease Control and Prevention 
Centre senior official Wong Ka Ian, 
a total of 4,358 domestic accidents 
were recorded last year, 966 
accidents more than in 2024, a year-
on-year growth of 28 percent. 

A total of 10 domestic accident 
fatalities were recorded between 
2023 and last year Wong said, 
adding during that period 8,631 
domestic accidents required hospital 
treatment. 

According to Wong’s figures, on 
average, 11.9 domestic accidents 
happened per day last year.

Wong pointed out that the 
incidence rate among the elderly 
and young children was significantly 
higher than in other age groups. Wong 
said that last year 14.1 domestic 
accidents were recorded per 1,000 
senior citizens, while among children 
aged between 1 and 4, the rate was 
even higher, at 18.1 per 1,000. 

Wong urges the public to remain 
vigilant and prevent accidents by 

improving their home environment 
and adopting safer habits.

Wong underlined that bathrooms 
and kitchens are common locations 
for falls. She recommended placing 
non-slip mats and installing grab 
bars in these areas. 

For the pathway from the bedroom 
to the bathroom, she suggested 
installing motion-sensor night lights 
and keeping hallways clear.

Elderly individuals should 

follow the principle of “getting 
up slowly,” while frequently used 
items should be stored at waist level, 
Wong said, adding that cleaning 
agents and medications must always 
be kept out of the reach of children.

According to the public hospital’s 
emergency department senior doctor 
Ieong Pui I, for burns or scalds the 
affected area should be rinsed under 
cool running water for 20 minutes 
and warned that toothpaste or soy 

sauce should never be applied. In 
cases of severe bleeding, Dr Ieong 
said that direct pressure should be 
applied to the wound and hydrogen 
peroxide should be avoided. For 
choking, back blows and abdominal 
thrusts* should be administered, and 
one should not blindly attempt to 
remove the object with one’s fingers, 
Dr Ieong said. In the event of a fall 
resulting in a fracture, Dr Ieong 
said that the injured area should be 

immobilised in its current position, 
without attempting to force it back 
into place

Dr Ieong recommended that 
every household prepare a first aid 
kit containing items such as gauze, 
tourniquets (a medical device used 
to control bleeding from a limb), 
and saline solution.

The bureau’s Ilha Verde Health 
Centre senior nurse Ip Ka I reminded 
senior citizens that there are three 
sets of home exercises suitable for 
the elderly: standing on one leg, 
seated leg raises, and side leg raises, 
adding that these exercises help 
strengthen lower limb muscles and 
improve balance. 

All local public health centres 
offer fall risk assessments and fall 
prevention guidance, and residents 
are welcome to make use of these 
services, Ip stressed. 

* “Back blow” typically refers 
to a first aid technique used to 
help someone who is choking. It 
involves delivering a firm blow to the 
person’s back between the shoulder 
blades while they lean forward. This 
technique is often used in conjunction 
with other methods to dislodge the 
object blocking the airway. 

Abdominal thrusts, commonly 
known as the Heimlich manoeuvre, 
are a first aid procedure also used to 
treat choking. – Poe 

2 prison guards smuggle forbidden 
items into jail for inmates: anti-
graft body

Macau’s graft busters (CCAC) have discovered that a prison 
guard received bribes from an inmate to smuggle forbidden 
items into Macau’s prison in Coloane.      – Story on p. 5

S Africa deploys soldiers into 
Johannesburg crime hotspots

Soldiers moved into gang-violence hotspots in 
Johannesburg yesterday to support police efforts to tackle 
rampant crime, described by President Cyril Ramaphosa as 
one of the biggest threats facing South Africa. –  Story on p. 11

Peruvian literary great Alfredo 
Bryce Echenique dies at 87

Peruvian author Alfredo Bryce Echenique, a leading 
figure in Latin American literature, has died at the age 
of 87, the government-affiliated House of Peruvian 
Literature announced on Tuesday.         – Story on p. 12 
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Health Bureau records over 4,300 
domestic accidents in 2025 

The Health Bureau’s (SSM) Conde de São Januário Hospital Centre’s emergency department senior doctor Ieong Pui I (centre), Ilha 
Verde Health Centre senior nurse Ip Ka I (left) and Disease Control and Prevention Centre senior official Wong Ka Ian look on during 
yesterday’s press conference at the bureau’s conference hall in a building adjacent to the public hospital.  – Photo: Armindo Neves

WASHINGTON  – US President 
Donald Trump yesterday again 
signalled there could be a swift 
ending to the war on Iran, saying 
there is little left in the country for 
American forces to attack.

There is “practically nothing 
left to target” and the war will 
end “soon,” Trump was quoted as 
saying in an interview with news 
outlet Axios. “Any time I want it 
to end, it will end.”

Trump has given repeated 
mixed messages about the timing 
and aims of the war that began on 

February 28 but has increasingly 
hinted at ending it soon as global 
oil prices spike.

Accusations that the White 
House launched the war without 
preparing for consequences, includ-
ing Iranian disruption of oil tanker 
traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, 
are putting the 79-year-old Repub-
lican under political pressure.

Iran fired on two commercial 
ships in the Gulf yesterday, setting 
at least one vessel on fire.

Speaking to reporters as he left 
the White House for a trip focused 

on the US economy, Trump 
insisted that “you’re going to see 
great safety, and it’s going to be 
very, very quickly” in the strait.

Trump said US forces “took out” 
most of Iran’s mine-laying ships in 
“one night”, though adding that he 
did not believe Tehran had placed any 
of the devices in the waterway yet.

The US leader also doubled 
down on his claims that Iran was near 
defeat, saying Iran’s navy, air force, 
air defences and leaders were “gone”.

But he added that “we’re not 
finished yet.”

Trump’s administration has 
previously also said that ensuring 
Iran cannot develop and nuclear 
weapon and eliminating Tehran’s 
ballistic missile programme are 
also among its war goals.

It has not explicitly said that 
regime change is among them, 
despite the killing of Iranian leader 
Ali Khamenei. Trump would not 
comment yesterday when asked 
if he would declare victory while 
new supreme leader Mojtaba 
Khamenei, the late leader’s son, 
was still in power.

Before Trump spoke, the US 
military warned Iranians that it 
considers civilian ports in the Strait 
of Hormuz to be legitimate targets, 
alleging the Tehran government 
was using the facilities for military 
operations.

The “Iranian regime is 
using civilian ports along the 
Strait of Hormuz to conduct 
military operations that threaten 
international shipping,” the US 
military’s Central Command said 
in a statement. – (More on pages 8, 
9, 10 & 13)    – AFP

Trump says US war on Iran will end ‘soon’Trump says US war on Iran will end ‘soon’



Ida Cheong
The Macao Public Security 

Forces Academy (ESFSM) con-
tinues to focus on Macau’s secu-
rity personnel development, and 
a total of 30 students successfully 
completed more than four years of 
study and internships during the 
senior police and fire officer train-
ing course, ESFSM Director Wong 
Chi Fai announced during yester-
day’s graduation ceremony.

The graduation ceremony for 
the “8th Command and Leadership 
Course and the inauguration 
ceremony for the 18th Training 
Course for Senior Officers of the 
Police and Fire Services” were 
jointly held in the auditorium of 
the tertiary education institution 
in Coloane Village yesterday.

Among the graduates, 20 were 
awarded bachelor’s degrees in 
Police Administration and took 
office as deputy superintendents, 
while 10 received bachelor’s 
degrees in Protection and Safety 
Engineering and assumed roles as 
deputy senior fire officers, Wong 
said, adding that the graduates are 
now formally entrusted with the 
responsibility of protecting the 
lives and property of the public.

Meanwhile, in response to the 
demands of societal development 
and to build a reserve of high-
level command talent for Macau’s 
public security system, a six-month 
command and leadership course for 
senior officers was launched last 

year, and 10 officers from the Macao 
Customs Service, Public Security 
Police (PSP), and Fire Services 
Bureau (CB) have successfully 
completed the programme, Wong 
said. The 10 officers attended 
yesterday’s ceremonies.

Wong added that the course 
was structured into two main 
areas (academic and practical) 
covering subjects such as strategic 
management, crisis management, 
public finance, and civil defence 
planning, aiming to enhance the 
students’ leadership, decision-
making, and crisis response 
capabilities in addressing public 
security challenges. According to 

Wong, the participants also travelled 
to Chongqing Municipality for 
field studies on cutting-edge 
developments in smart policing and 
smart customs technology.

In a strategic move to cultivate 
high-quality personnel for the 
security forces, Wong noted that 
his academy, in collaboration 
with the University of Macau 
(UM), launched the inaugural 
Master of Social Sciences (Public 
Security Management) degree in 
2025, along with Science in Fire 
Safety and Disaster Response, 
which marks a new milestone in 
postgraduate education within 
Macau’s security sector. 
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v  Macau  Weather
FINE APART FROM CLOUDY 
PERIODS. 
FORCE 2 TO 4 NORTH TO 
NORTHEASTERLY WINDS, 
BECOMING FORCE 5 EASTERLY 
WINDS WITH GUSTS. 
RELATIVE HUMIDITY WILL 
RANGE BETWEEN 
45% AND 90%.
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Armindo Neves
Zhuhai’s Gongbei Customs 

announced in a statement yesterday 
that its officers seized HK$200,000 
(205,900 patacas) in cash at the 
Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macao Bridge 
(HZMB) on February 26.

According to the statement, on 
that day, customs officers at the 
Zhuhai checkpoint of the mega-
bridge noticed a traveller using 
the “green channel” who appeared 
visibly anxious.

When they stopped him for 
inspection, customs officers dis-
covered HK$200,000 in undeclared 
cash was concealed in his backpack, 
the statement said.

Zhuhai Customs reminded 
the public in the statement that in 
accordance with relevant regulations, 
travellers with no record of declaring 

foreign currency upon their most 
recent entry, or whose declared 
amount does not exceed the limit, 
may carry currency not exceeding 
the equivalent of US$5,000 when 
entering or exiting the Chinese 
mainland for the first time within 
a 15-day period. For travellers 
entering or exiting for the second 
time within 15 days, or for the 
second time or more within a single 
day, the respective limits are the 
equivalent of US$1,000 and US$500 
respectively. Amounts exceeding 
these limits will be confiscated by 
customs. If it is necessary to have 
a large amount of cash exceeding 
the limit, one should first obtain the 
relevant documentation from the 
foreign exchange administration or a 
related bank and make a declaration 
to customs officer upon entry or exit. 

Gongbei Customs seizes 
HK$200,000 at delta bridge 

Zhuhai checkpoint

This undated and pixelated handout photo provided by Zhuhai Gongbei Customs 
yesterday shows the smuggler holding in his ID card behind HK$200,000 in cash.

Armindo Neves
The Public Security Police (PSP) 

announced in a statement on Tuesday 
that it has updated its traffic accident 
blackspot online map’s data to cover 
the entirety of last year, adding that 
Avenida do Dr. Rodrigo Rodrigues 
(羅理基博士大馬路) in Zape was 
the location with the highest number 
of traffic accidents.

The map integrates traffic 
accident data and locations with 
particularly high frequencies of 
accidents, aiming to easily enable 
the public to access traffic accident 
information, thereby raising 
awareness of traffic safety.

Last year, the traffic police 

recorded 14,638 traffic accidents, 
four of them fatal, compared to 
15,510 traffic accidents with seven 
fatalities in 2024, according to 
official police statistics.

The road with the highest 
number of accidents was Avenida 
do Dr. Rodrigo Rodrigues, with 
356 incidents. This was followed 
by the Friendship Bridge (友誼
大橋) with 295 accidents. Estrada 
do Istmo (路氹連貫公路) had 258 
accidents, Avenida da Amizade 
(友誼大馬路) recorded 256, and 
Avenida Wai Long (偉龍馬路) 
registered 243 accidents.

Based on the official data, the 
daily average reached 40.1 traffic 

accidents last year.
Compared to 2024, the total 

number of traffic accidents recorded 
last year decreased by 872 cases, 
according to the statement, adding 
that the top five causes of traffic 
accidents were: failure to maintain a 
safe distance (3,087 cases), failure to 
control speed (2,024 cases), careless 
turning (1,692 cases), failure to give 
way (1,285 cases), and careless 
reversing (1,091 cases).

Members of the public may 
visit the PSP official website 
https://www.fsm.gov.mo/psp/ad-
vmap/Description.aspx or down-
load the PSP’s app e-Police to 
access the data. 

Avenida do Dr. Rodrigo Rodrigues 
records highest number of tra!c 

accidents last year: PSP

This handout chart provided by the Public Security Police (PSP) on Tuesday shows the number of recorded traffic accidents 
in Macau from 2021 to 2025.

30 students graduate from Public 
Security Forces Academy

Macao Public Security Forces Academy (ESFSM) Director Wong Chi Fai 
addresses yesterday’s graduation ceremony for the 8th Command and 
Leadership Course and the inauguration ceremony for 18th Training Course for 
Senior Officers of the Police and Fire Services” at the ESFSM auditorium in 
Coloane Village.                                  – Photo: Ida Cheong
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Khalel Vallo
Several local residents told the Post in 

a vox pop earlier this week that while the 
local government provides some support for 
people with disabilities (PWDs), more could 
be done to improve accessibility, employment 
opportunities, and social attitudes.

Twenty-four-year-old Tyron, a master’s 
degree candidate, said that although support 
exists, PWDs often lack visibility in society. 
“I think people with disabilities in Macau do 
not get enough visibility. Sometimes when 
you see PWDs out on the streets, people, 
particularly the older generation, tend to stare 
at them,” he said. Tyron acknowledged that 
the government provides financial support 
and that organisations such as Caritas offer 
training programmes, but noted that public 
attitudes can range from positive to apathetic. 

Tyron also recalled seeing commuters 
express impatience when a wheelchair user 
boarded a public bus during rush hour. He 
complained that some passengers “cannot 
stand having to wait two minutes”. Regarding 
infrastructure, Tyron said transportation 
is relatively accessible, especially the 
Light Rapid Transit (LRT), but pavements 

in older districts can be too narrow for 
wheelchair users. He added that employment 
opportunities remain limited for PWDs. 

Meanwhile, a student from a private 
school nicknamed “Jarhead”, 16, shared 
a more positive view, citing his personal 
experience with a family member who has 
a disability. “I believe that the government 
and the community do support people with 
disabilities. I, for one, have an older sister 
who has a disability and she’s been taken 
care of very well,” he said, mentioning 
benefits such as free bus fares, housing and 
activity programmes. However, “Jarhead” 
also acknowledged that social attitudes can 
still be challenging, noting that some people 

“publicly humiliate or even bully or mock” 
individuals with disabilities. 

Moreover, Jessica, a 25-year-old 
university student, said that Macau generally 
does well in accommodating people with a 
disability, but accessibility remains limited 
in older neighbourhoods. “In older areas, it 
seems to be scarce,” she said, suggesting that 
more improvement projects should focus on 
historic districts. 

Twenty-three-year-old Ela, who declined 
to reveal her occupation, pointed out 
that subsidies and services exist but may 
not always be easy for people to access 
independently. “Some may only benefit if a 
caretaker or close family member can help 

them apply,” she said, adding that narrow and 
uneven pavements in parts of Macau remain a 
major accessibility challenge.

Ela also said that PWDs may struggle to 
find employment because companies often 
prioritise efficiency and speed. “I think the 
most reoccurring challenge they may face 
is that people judge them every day, give 
disapproving looks and keep their distance 
instead of being kind and open,” she added. 

Khaela, a 21-year-old university student, 
said that although government assistance is 
available, community support can sometimes 
fall short. “While benefiting from government 
aid, it does not overall cover all essential needs 
for every resident,” she said, also highlighting 
issues such as loneliness and financial pressure 
among vulnerable groups. Khaela added that 
even when inclusivity policies exist, PWDs 
may still struggle to secure employment due 
to health conditions or age. 

Overall, the vox pop interview suggests 
that Macau has made progress in supporting 
PWDs, but further improvements in 
accessibility, job opportunities and public 
awareness could help create a more inclusive 
society. 

Youngsters voice mixed bag of views on support & 
accessibility for PWDs: vox pop

This image downloaded courtesy of Wikimedia shows four disability symbols.

Khalel Vallo
A launch ceremony and 

community walk for the “Citywide 
Weight Loss Challenge – The 
Power of Nutrition and Exercise” 
will take place on Saturday on 
the University of Macau (UM) 
campus in Hengqin, according to 
a statement by the Health Bureau 
(SSM) yesterday. 

The event is organised by the 
Health Bureau in conjunction with 
the Sports Bureau (ID) and the 
public university, as part of the 
government’s efforts to promote 
healthier lifestyles among 
residents, the statement said. 

The weight-loss challenge 
walk will be held from 2:30 p.m. 
to 5 p.m. on Saturday in the square 
in front of the university’s Wu 
Yee Sun Library, the statement 
said, adding that participants will 
take part in a walk of around 2.5 
kilometres around the campus.

According to the statement, 
those who complete the walk 
will receive a commemorative 
souvenir. Meanwhile, the 
statement said that health 
promotion booths will also be set 
up at the venue, offering a range 
of activities and consultations 
including traditional Chinese and 
Western medicine consultations, 
chronic disease screening, healthy 
diet guidance, infectious disease 
prevention information, smoking 
cessation and alcohol reduction 
advice, first-aid experience 
sessions, accident prevention tips 
and sporting instructions.

Residents, including the 
participants in the ongoing 
weight-loss challenge and their 
families are welcome to join the 
event, the statement said, noting 
that interested participants can 
register by scanning the QR code 
on the promotional poster.

The 90-day weight-loss 

challenge, organised by SSM, 
began at the end of last year and 
is still underway, the statement 
noted, adding that the initiative 
promotes a “sports and medicine 
integration” approach towards 
health management, aiming to 
combine physical exercise with 
medical guidance. 

As part of the programme, 
participants can access various 
online and offline support services 
including weight management 

workshops, nutrition talks and 
professional consultations. In 
addition, the Sports Bureau will 
arrange fitness instructors at four 
“Sports Health Consultation 
Stations” activities between March 
and April to provide professional 
exercise guidance to participants. 

Further details about the 
programme and related activities 
are available on the SSM website 
at https://www.ssm.gov.mo/
weightloss. 

Weight-loss challenge walk to take place at UM

This poster provided by the Health Bureau (SSM) yesterday promotes its 
“Citywide Weight Loss Challenge - The Power of Nutrition and Exercise” slated to 
be held this Saturday. 

Ida Cheong
The government conducted a 

cross-departmental joint operation 
on Tuesday to repossess an illegally 
occupied plot located on Rampa dos 
Cavaleiros (黑沙環斜路), which 
will be redeveloped into a public 
open space, according to a Land 
and Urban Construction Bureau 
(DSSCU) statement yesterday.

The plot is one of the 39 plots 
designated by the MSAR govern-
ment for temporary utilisation, 
and it will be comprehensively 
redeveloped for use as green space 
and a public open area, including 
the widening of the pavement, the 
statement said.

The statement said out that the 
repossessed plot covers an area of 

around 695 square metres, pointing 
out that illegal structures on the 
site included reinforced metal 
supports and iron canopies used 
to store containers and mechanical 
equipment, adding that the plot was 
also enclosed with metal fencing, 
concrete walls, and mesh fencing.

The statement noted that the 
bureau had previously initiated the 
land eviction procedure, demanding 
that the illegal occupants vacate the 
plot and return it to the government 
within a specified time.

As the deadline for the clearance 
and relocation expired and the plot 
was not fully vacated and handed 
over, the government launched 
the joint operation to clear and 
repossess it, the statement added. 

Illegally occupied plot in 
northern district to become 

public open space 

This handout photo provided by the Lands and Urban Construction Bureau (DSSCU) 
yesterday shows officials conducting a cross-departmental joint operation to remove 
unlawfully built structures and stored items from the illegally occupied plot on 
Rampa dos Cavaleiros (黑沙環斜路) in the northern district on Tuesday. 
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Rui Pastorin
Calligraphy and art lovers can admire a raft of 

works displayed at Albergue SCM for the “Success with 
Horse - Works by Choi Chun Heng and his Treasured 
Collections” exhibition.

On until April 16, the exhibition kicked off last week 
during CAC – Círculo dos Amigos da Cultura de Macau 
(Circle of the Friends of Macau’s Culture) and Albergue 
SCM’s* “Celebration of the Chinese New Year of the 
Horse” party in commemoration of the Lantern Festival, 
with the opening witnessed by practitioners, enthusiasts 
and those curious about the art of calligraphy.

Choi himself was at last week’s event to introduce 
the pieces on display, as well as create festive “fai 
chun” (揮春), which are red banners or couplets with 
auspicious phrases in calligraphy, on-site to convey 
blessings, proving popular with many queuing up to 
receive the works.

Visiting gallerygoers, whether they are calligraphy 
lovers and practitioners or are just getting acquainted 
with the medium for the first time, can find the works 
displayed in two galleries within the venue, with both 
showcasing a collection of Choi’s calligraphy work 
along with his rare calligraphic treasures. Among the 
exhibition’s aims is to showcase this traditional artform 
to members of the public and enhance appreciation.

Describing Choi’s works, a recent statement by the 
CAC noted: “Master Choi Chun Heng’s calligraphy 
captures the spirit and rhythm of Chinese characters, 
bringing forth their timeless beauty and cultural essence”.

Choi, according to information displayed at the 
venue, is the chairman of the Tai Fung Tong Art House, 
which partners with organisers to present the exhibition. 
He is also a calligraphy instructor at local universities, 
schools and associations. Among his accolades are being 

champion of “The 6th Collective Exhibition in Macau” 
in Calligraphy in 1989, while he has showcased works 
in calligraphy solo and art collection exhibitions held in 
the Chinese mainland, Macau, Hong Kong and China’s 
Taiwan region, as well as Europe and the US.

The statement said that Choi, who also has a strong 
interest in music and art collection, has also hosted 
television shows including those on calligraphy.

Choi’s exhibition at the free-admission venue is open 
daily, with one able to visit from 3 p.m. to 7 p.m. on 
Mondays, and from noon through 7 p.m. from Tuesday 
to Sunday. One can find more details by visiting https://
www.facebook.com/CACMacau/.

*Albergue is Portuguese for “hospice”. SCM stands 
for Santa Casa da Misericórdia (“Holy House of 
Mercy”), Macau’s oldest charitable organisation. - MPD

Albergue SCM exhibition 
  presents art of calligraphy

Calligraphy master Choi Chun Heng creates a “fai chun” 
during last week’s Lantern Festival party at Albergue SCM. The 
Chinese term “fai chun” (揮春) refers to couplets traditionally 
hung during the Chinese New Year celebrations. Etymologically, 
“fai chun” means “waving (or presenting) spring,” reflecting the 
festive and celebratory nature of the couplets, which typically 
express good wishes and prosperity for the upcoming year. 

– Photos: Rui Pastorin
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Rui Pastorin
The University of Saint Joseph (USJ) will be 

hosting its annual free-admission international 
cultural carnival this Saturday on its Ilha Verde 
Campus at 14-17 Estrada Marginal da Ilha Verde, 
(青洲河邊馬路14-17號), with more than 30 stalls to 
be set up for the one-day event.

Kicking off at 3 p.m. and lasting until 6 p.m., the 
statement said that stalls at the “USJ International Cultural 
Carnival 2026″ will offer food from various cultures, 
games and cultural activities, with the event organised 
by students and staff representing over 50 nationalities, 
according to a statement on the USJ website.

Following an on-campus parade in the university 
courtyard, other highlights include an art and 
science installation “Guardians of the Mangroves”, 
performances that range from those by bands to 
Myanmar traditional dance and the African Costumes 
Fashion Show, as well as workshops, according to the 
themed website with the event’s programme.

Moreover, the statement noted that families and 
prospective students will also be able to explore the 
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes available 
at the private Catholic university via the academic 
information booths set up that day. The statement said 
that the event also aims to offer members of the public 
a chance to experience the university’s multicultural 
environment while “fostering meaningful connections 
between international students and the local Macau 
community”.

One can find more details on icc.usj.edu.mo. 

This photo downloaded from the USJ website last night 
shows attendees exploring the booths during a previous 
“USJ International Cultural Carnival”.

USJ to host int’l 
cultural carnival 

on Saturday

Staff Reporter 
The Permanent Secretariat of the Forum 

for Economic and Trade Cooperation between 
China and Portuguese-speaking Countries 
(Macao) hosted two Spring Festival banquets 
for the media at Macau Tower yesterday, 
during which it held exchanges with officials 
and representatives of Macau-based Chinese-, 
Portuguese- and English-language media 
outlets. 

The Secretary-General of the Permanent 
Secretariat Ji Xianzheng, addressed the 
banquets – a luncheon for the Portuguese- and 
English-language media, and a dinner for the 
Chinese-language media. 

In his speech, Ji Xianzheng reviewed the 
work carried out in 2025. He noted that the 
Permanent Secretariat has been committed to 
implementing the tasks defined in the Action 
Plan for Economic and Trade Cooperation 
(2024-2027), signed at the 6th Ministerial 
Conference, with all work progressing 
steadily. Throughout the past year, the 
Permanent Secretariat received over 100 
delegations at its headquarters in Macau, 
which has become an essential meeting point 
for economic and trade delegations from the 
Forum’s participating parties, Ji said. 

In the field of promoting economic and 
trade cooperation, the Permanent Secretariat 

participated in several relevant economic and 
trade activities in Macau and mainland China. 
It conducted official visits to Equatorial 
Guinea and Guinea-Bissau, and promoted 
various pragmatic cooperation projects 
between the provinces and municipalities 
of mainland China and Portuguese-
speaking countries. In the area of   cultural 
and humanistic exchange, the Secretariat 
organised five colloquia on various themes 
and held the 17th China-Portuguese-Speaking 
Countries Cultural Week, which for the first 
time included the Chinese mainland, with 
activities that enlivened Macau, Beijing, and 
Zhongshan, and were well received, Ji said. 

On behalf of the Permanent Secretariat, 
Ji took the opportunity to thank the media in 
Macau, praising their valuable contribution 
to deepening public knowledge about the 
Forum and the Service Platform for Trade 
Cooperation between China and Portuguese-
speaking Countries, as well as their 
contributions to fostering cooperation and 
friendship between China and Portuguese-
speaking countries.

For this year, Ji noted that the Permanent 
Secretariat will maintain last year’s pace of 
work and continue to work on the further 
implementation of the Action Plan for Economic 
and Trade Cooperation. He noted that this year 

the Permanent Secretariat intends to hold five 
colloquia, continue exchanges and mutual 
visits with the Chinese mainland Portuguese-
speaking countries, and hold the Cultural Week 
once again in Macau and the Chinese mainland, 
deepening comprehensive and mutually 
beneficial cooperation between China and 
Portuguese-speaking countries. Ji concluded his 
speech delivered in Portuguese by expressing 
his wish to continue counting on the support and 
attention of the media in Macau.

Forum Macao – the entity’s short name – 

was set up by China and Portuguese-speaking 
countries in 2003. It has 10 members – China 
and the world’s nine Portuguese-speaking 
countries: Brazil, Angola, Mozambique, 
Portugal, Cabo Verde (Cape Verde), Guinea-
Bissau, Equatorial Guinea, Timor-Leste (East 
Timor), and São Tomé and Príncipe. 

Forum Macao, which holds a ministerial-
level summit every three years, is overseen by 
the Ministry of Commerce (MOC) in Beijing 
and assisted by the local government, represents 
about one-fifth of the global population.  

Forum Macao Secretary-General Ji Xianzheng (seventh from right, front) poses with representatives of 
Macau’s Portuguese- and English media and officials of the Forum during yesterday’s Spring Festival 
luncheon at Macau Tower.        – Photo courtesy of Forum Macao
 

Forum Macao hosts Spring Festival banquet for Macau media 

Tony Wong
The Commission Against Corruption 

(CCAC) has discovered that a prison 
guard received bribes from an inmate to 
smuggle forbidden items into Macau’s 
prison in Coloane.

The CCAC has also discovered that a 
former prison guard, who has meanwhile 
retired, had – when he was still working 
there –smuggled prohibited items into 
the prison for another inmate, but without 
receiving any bribes.

The anti-graft body announced 
the two separate cases in a statement 
yesterday.

The statement did not specify the 
kind of forbidden items smuggled into 
the jail. 

Neither did the statement specify 
the number of occasions the two prison 
guards separately smuggled the items 
into the prison for the two inmates, and 
neither the duration during which they 
committed the crimes.

While the statement’s Chinese 
version did not identify the gender of 
the two prison guards and two inmates, 
its English version indirectly identified 
them as males by using “his” in the text.

Macau’s only prison is located on 
a hill above the hamlet of Ka Ho on 
Coloane island.

The still serving prison guard, 
according to a follow-up statement by 
the Correctional Services Bureau (DSC) 
yesterday, has been suspended from his 
duties for the time being. 

After investigating, the CCAC 
statement said, the anti-graft body 
discovered that the still serving but now 
suspended prison guard, when he was on 
duty, took advantage of his position to 
smuggle prohibited items into the prison 
for the inmate, after which the inmate 
sold the items to his fellow inmates for 
profit. 

According to the statement, the prison 
guard received at least 17,000 patacas in 

total from the inmate, through the latter’s 
wife, as bribes for smuggling the items 
into the prison for him.

The CCAC, according to the 
statement, also discovered that the 
former prison guard, who has meanwhile 
retired, –when he was on duty –smuggled 
prohibited items into the prison for 
another inmate, but did not receive any 
bribes.

In addition, the statement said, the 
former prison guard also helped the 
inmate and his family members exchange 
messages.

Meanwhile, the statement also said 
CCAC investigators also discovered 
that the still serving prison guard also 
convinced a family member and a 
friend to take the blame for his two 
speeding offences in attempts to evade 
responsibility.

The two prison guards’ cases 
have been transferred to the Public 
Prosecutions Office (MP) for further 
investigation. According to the CCAC 
statement, the still serving prison 
guard faces charges of bribe-taking and 
document forgery, while the inmate who 
bribed this prison guard, and his wife, 

face charges of bribe-giving.
The family member and the friend 

who took the blame for the prison guard’s 
speeding offences, according to the 
statement, face document forgery charges.

The retired prison guard, the statement 
said, faces an abuse of power charge.

The CCAC has also notified the 
Correctional Services Bureau (DSC) of 
the two prison guards’ cases.

Great distress
Meanwhile, in its follow-up statement 

yesterday, the Correctional Services 
Bureau (DSC) expressed its great distress 
at the two prison guards’ cases.

According to the statement, the 
bureau has suspended the serving prison 
guard from office, and has launched 
disciplinary proceedings against him.

The statement also pledged that the 
bureau will comprehensively review its 
internal management and supervisory 
mechanisms with the aim of preventing 
similar cases from occurring again.

The statement reaffirmed the bureau’s 
zero-tolerance policy towards any illegal 
or disciplinary violations by any of its 
personnel. 

2 prison guards smuggle forbidden items 
into jail for inmates: anti-graft body

This undated handout photo taken from the Commission Against Corruption’s (CCAC) 
website shows its branch office in Areia Preta district, located on the ground floor of the U Wa 
residential estate.
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Tony Wong
A local man set fire to old furniture and other 

items dumped at the staircase of a residential 
building where he lives after drinking earlier 
this week, Judiciary Police (PJ) Chao Teng Hin 
said during a special press conference yesterday.

Firefighters quickly extinguished the fire 
after receiving reports on the case, in which 
no one was injured.

Chao identified the arsonist as a 35-year-
old surnamed Lam who told the police that he 
is a chef.

The fire occurred at the staircase on the 
ground floor of a low-rise residential building 
on Rua de S. Miguel (聖美基街), a street in 
the neighbourhood near São Lázaro Church, 
according to Chao.

The Fire Services Bureau (CB) received 
reports on Monday evening that various items 
dumped at the staircase on the building’s 
ground floor, including old furniture and an 
old TV, were on fire, Chao said. Firefighters 
rushed to the scene and quickly extinguished 
the blaze. No one was injured.

After scrutinising CCTV footage and 
assessing witnesses’ statements and the evidence 
gathered at the scene, Chao said, the police 
concluded that the fire was started deliberately 
by somebody, and identified Lam, a tenant who 
lives in the building, as the suspected arsonist.

On Tuesday, Chao said, the Judiciary Police 
summoned Lam to their headquarters for 

questioning where he admitted to setting fire to 
the dumped items with a lighter after drinking.

Chao also said that the building in the case 
is an old walkup only with limited fire safety 
facilities, because of which, he said, if the fire 
had spread, the consequences could have been 
disastrous.

Lam has been transferred to the Public 
Prosecutions Office (MP) for further 
investigation, facing an arson charge.

The suspect faces up to 10 years behind bars.

Filipina maid steals cash & 
jewellery from employer

Meanwhile, Chao also said during a 
regular press conference yesterday that the 

Judiciary Police arrested a domestic helper 
from the Philippines on Tuesday for stealing 
cash and gold jewellery worth 115,000 
patacas in total from her employer’s home in 
Taipa earlier this month.

The 42-year-old Filipina started to work 
for the victim in September last year.

On Thursday last week, Chao said, 
the victim found that cash worth 15,000 
patacas in red envelopes (known as “lai 
see” in Cantonese) in a bedroom drawer had 
disappeared. Under questioning, the domestic 
helper admitted to stealing the money, 
and voluntarily wrote a confession letter 
promising to return the stolen money.

However, Chao said, the victim found 

on Sunday that more cash as well as gold 
jewellery, worth 100,000 patacas in total, has 
disappeared, after which the victim could not 
contact the domestic helper. Consequently, 
the victim reported the case to the police.

The police intercepted the domestic helper 
in the street in Taipa on Tuesday. Under 
questioning, Chao said, she admitted that she 
had pawned some of the stolen gold jewellery.

The domestic helper remitted some of 
the proceeds received from the pawnshop to 
her home country, while gambling away the 
remainder.

The police seized some of the stolen gold 
jewellery from her and retrieved some from 
the pawnshop, worth 9,800 patacas in total. 

Analysis
BEIJING – While tourists thronged to 

Heilongjiang Province – a former industrial 
base in northeast China reborn as an ice-and-
snow tourism hotspot –  this winter, Seres, a 
Chongqing-based automaker in the country’s 
southwest, rolled its one-millionth intelligent 
electric vehicle off the production line.

Cargo ships and freight trains, meanwhile, 
crisscrossed global trade routes, helping push 
China’s foreign trade back into double-digit 
growth in the first two months of 2026.

These early signs point to an economy that 
has entered the year with notable resilience.

At the ongoing national legislative 
session, Chinese policymakers are moving 
to lock in this early momentum. A raft of 
measures are taking shape, from building 
a robust domestic market to accelerating 
technological innovation and expanding 
high-standard opening up, all aimed 
at empowering the economy to cope 
with mounting uncertainties abroad and 
challenges at home, while sustaining high-
quality development.

Despite rising geopolitical risks, a 
sluggish global economy and weak domestic 
demand, China still signaled firm confidence 
in maintaining its economic resilience.

“The conditions underpinning China’s 
long-term growth and its underlying trend 
remain unchanged. More and more, China is 
demonstrating the strengths of its system and 
the strengths it has as a big country,” said the 
government work report being deliberated by 
lawmakers.

CONSTRUCTING ROBUST 
MARKET

“Building a robust domestic market” will 
be a top priority among this year’s major 
tasks, according to the report.

Focused on expanding domestic demand, 
planned policy steps include an income 
growth plan for urban and rural residents, a 
special fiscal-financial coordination fund of 
100 billion yuan, and the issuance of ultra-
long special treasury bonds worth 250 billion 
yuan to support consumer goods trade-ins.

“Given rising uncertainty in the external 
environment, prioritizing domestic demand 
is crucial to China’s economic policy,” said 
Huang Qunhui, a national political advisor 
and a researcher with the Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences.

As China currently faces an imbalance 
between strong supply and weak demand, 
the report offers a range of remedies, such as 
boosting the earnings of low-income groups, 
increasing property income, and refining the 
remuneration and social security systems.

These measures are designed to 
“fundamentally enhance consumers’ 
purchasing power,” said Quan Heng, a 
national lawmaker from the Shanghai 
Academy of Social Sciences in east China.

China will also foster new drivers in 
consumption. Measures in the pipeline 
include creating new consumption 
scenarios, promoting the sports economy, 
launching an “artificial intelligence (AI) plus 
consumption” initiative, and encouraging 
spending on culture and tourism.

Experts believe these policies are aligned 
with evolving consumer demand and 
could help expand employment, accelerate 
industrial upgrading and create a virtuous 
cycle between supply and demand.

Looking ahead, China aims to achieve a 
notable increase in household consumption 
as a share of gross domestic product (GDP), 
make domestic demand play an increasingly 
greater role as the principal economic driver, 
and fully unleash the growth potential, 
according to a draft outline of the 15th Five-
Year Plan (2026-2030) that is expected to be 
adopted at the national legislative session.

NEW GROWTH MOMENTUM
In the face of faltering global growth, 

China is making a major push to harness 
technological innovation in its pursuit of new 
drivers of growth.

A broad set of steps will be taken, 
including deploying the AI technology to 
upgrade traditional industries, bolstering 
emerging pillar sectors such as integrated 
circuits and the low-altitude economy, and 

mapping out future industries, like quantum 
technology and embodied AI.

Notably, “creating new forms of smart 
economy,” a phrase for the first time written 
into the government work report, has drawn 
particular attention.

“It goes beyond the application of a 
single technology, but represents the deep 
integration of AI with the real economy, digital 
infrastructure and industrial ecosystems, 
marking a new step in AI’s reshaping of the 
underlying logic of the Chinese economy,” said 
Chen Jun, a national lawmaker and executive 
vice president of Nankai University in Tianjin.

China has already laid a solid foundation 
for the development of the smart economy. 
The country owns about 60 percent of global 
AI patents, with its intelligent computing 
capacity surpassing 1,590 EFLOPS and 
industrial internet applications covering all 
41 major industrial categories.

Zheng Shanjie, head of the National 
Development and Reform Commission 
(NDRC), predicts China’s AI-related sectors 
will see their combined scale top 10 trillion 
yuan by 2030.

In the next five years, a range of high-
growth sectors are also expected to emerge, 
Zheng said, adding that several trillion-yuan-
level markets are poised to take shape in the 
future to create new engines for high-quality 
development.

China is constructing an industrial ladder 
stretching from strategic emerging sectors 
to future industries, to advance new quality 
productive forces and promote the steady 
transformation of economic drivers, said 
Huang Maoxing, a national lawmaker and 
vice president of the Fujian Academy of 
Social Sciences.

UNWAVERING OPENING UP
Even amid increasing turbulence in 

the global landscape, China has remained 
steadfast in its commitment to opening up. 
Experts attribute this stance to a deeply held 
conviction that engagement with the world, 
rather than withdrawal from it, is fundamental 
to advancing the nation’s development.

This year’s government work report 
pledged to expand high-standard opening up 
to pursue mutually beneficial cooperation.

Specific measures include broader 
market access and more opening-up areas, 
particularly in the service sector, as well 
as expanded trials for value-added telecom 
services, biotechnology and wholly foreign-
owned hospitals. There will also be further 
opening up in the digital sector and a shortened 
negative list for cross-border trade in services.

At a time when some countries are 
turning to protectionism, China is proactively 
opening its vast market and turning it into 
opportunities for cooperation, Minister of 
Commerce Wang Wentao said.

China will promote balanced trade 
growth this year, stabilizing exports while 
sharing more opportunities in its domestic 
market, the minister noted.

“Exports and imports are like two wheels 
on a car. The more balanced they are, the 
more steadily it runs, and the farther it 
goes,” Wang said, adding that China will 
import more agricultural products, premium 
consumer goods, advanced equipment, and 
key components.

China is a major trading partner for more 
than 160 countries and regions. It is already 
the world’s second-largest import market, 
and its growing middle-income group means 
demand still has considerable room to expand.

During the 15th Five-Year Plan period 
(2026-2030), China will continue to improve 
its business environment by expanding 
market access and fully implementing 
national treatment for foreign enterprises, 
according to the NDRC.

Multinationals and major international 
institutions have expressed optimism 
about China’s markets. The International 
Monetary Fund has revised its growth 
forecast for the country upward, while Wall 
Street heavyweights including JPMorgan 
and BlackRock have been building up their 
China holdings.

“’The next China’ is still China,” Wang 
said. “We welcome more foreign companies 
to invest and develop in China.”      – Xinhua

China bolsters economic resilience to navigate uncertainties and risks in 2026 – and beyond

Drunk man sets !re to items dumped at building’s staircase: police

Judiciary Police (PJ) officers escort the hooded 
arson suspect to a PJ car outside the PJ 
headquarters in Zape yesterday. – Photo: Tony Wong

This photo shows the old furniture, old TV and other 
dumped items at the staircase of the building after 
they were on fire on Monday. – Photo courtesy of TDM

This undated handout photo provided by Judiciary 
Police yesterday shows some of the jewellery 
seized in the theft case.
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The fourth session of the 14th National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) holds its closing meeting at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing yesterday. Xi Jinping 

(center, front) and other Party and state leaders, including Li Qiang, Zhao Leji, Cai Qi, Ding Xuexiang, Li Xi and Han Zheng, attended the meeting.                          – Xinhua

Analysis
BEIJING – With a new development 

blueprint under review at the ongoing national 
legislative session, China is embracing a 
critical five-year period in an ambitious drive 
to basically modernize its vast population by 
2035, on a scale unseen in human history.

According to the draft outline of China’s 
15th Five-Year Plan (2026-2030), the country 
aims to lay a solid foundation for achieving its 
2035 goal of doubling its 2020 per capita gross 
domestic product (GDP) to over US$20,000, 
a level typical of a moderately developed 
country.

The vision further holds that by 2035, 
China’s economic strength, scientific and 
technological ability, national defense 
capabilities, composite national strength, 
and international influence will all become 
markedly stronger, people will live better and 
happier lives, and socialist modernization will 
be basically realized.

So far, fewer than 30 countries and regions 
worldwide have achieved modernization, with 
a combined population not exceeding 1 billion, 
including Britain’s around 70 million people 
and the United States’ roughly 340 million, all 
far less than China’s population of 1.4 billion.

The sheer size of China’s population 
presents formidable challenges. Yet the country 
is resolved to ensure development gains are 
shared by all its people.

For the next five years, China plans to raise 
average life expectancy to 80 years, increase 
the number of practicing physicians to 3.7 
per 1,000 people, and improve the permanent 
urbanization rate to 71 percent, among other 
goals, according to the draft outline.

Experts believe that meeting these targets 
will be far from easy, particularly given the 
country’s stringent resource constraints.

Due to the massive population base, China’s 
per capita holdings of arable land, water 

resources and crude oil all lag significantly 
behind global averages. Also, the demographic 
challenges of declining birth rates and rapid 
population aging are placing additional strain 
on the country’s modernization push.

China’s distinctive realities mean there is 
little historical precedent to follow.

Rather than transplanting modernization 
paradigms developed by Western economies, 
China must pursue its own path, addressing 
challenges with policies and practices tailored 
to its unique conditions, said Fu Zheng, a 
scholar with the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences.

FOCUS ON HIGH QUALITY
At the core of this path is the pursuit of 

high-quality development, guided by a new 
development philosophy that emphasizes 
innovation, coordination, green development, 
openness and shared growth, which is among 
a set of guiding principles laid out in the draft 
outline of the plan.

Over the next five years, China will increase 
its total research and development spending by 
an average of more than 7 percent annually and 
raise the value added of core digital economy 
industries to 12.5 percent of GDP, according to 
the draft outline.

The green transition will also pick up pace 
in the 2026-2030 period, with the goals of 
cutting carbon dioxide emissions per unit of 
GDP by 17 percent from the 2025 level and 
lifting the share of non-fossil fuels in total 
energy consumption to 25 percent by the end 
of this period.

“Chinese modernization will turn to higher 
efficiency, technological innovation and eco-
friendly growth,” said Jiang Haoran, chairman 
of Cashway Fintech Co. Ltd.

“It means fundamentally reshaping the 
drivers of growth, moving away from the 
old model of resource-intensive expansion 

and toward a more sustainable path,” said 
Wang Pu, a professor at Beijing University of 
Technology.

China’s pursuit of high-quality development 
is aimed at comprehensively improving daily 
living standards, a challenging task for any 
country with a population of this size.

The draft outline listed specific targets 
including reaching total grain production 
capacity of 725 million tonnes by 2030, and 
implementing urban renewal programs aimed 
at improving housing conditions. Infrastructure 
such as power supply, high-speed rail and 
telecom networks is also set to be further 
upgraded in this period, in the quest to provide 
adequate electricity, more convenient transport 
and faster communication.

China’s vast population could be a powerful 
source of momentum, providing an enormous 
talent pool and abundant application scenarios 
for technology innovation while cultivating 
a vibrant domestic market to foster balanced 
trade and coordinated development. In line 
with the new development philosophy, these 
will help the economy build greater resilience 
in a volatile world.

The draft outline proposes a series of 
measures to fully tap this demographic 
advantage, particularly against the backdrop of 
an aging and declining population.

Focused on improving population structure 
and raising human capital, these measures 
include strengthening fertility support and 
incentives, better aligning education resources 
with demographic shifts, and bolstering the 
elderly care sector.

“This will not only enable China’s vast 
domestic market to fully unleash its potential, 
but also give a strong boost to technological 
innovation,” said Zhang Shuibo, a national 
lawmaker and professor of the College of 
Management and Economics at Tianjin 
University.

BOON FOR THE WORLD
Once China succeeds in modernizing its 

vast population, the proportion of humanity 
that has achieved modernization will more than 
double, from about one-seventh to roughly 
one-third of the global population, providing a 
major boost to the world’s development.

Notably, its super-large domestic market is 
expected to generate sustained impetus for the 
global economy.

China is already the world’s second-largest 
import market, and its growing middle-income 
group means demand still has considerable 
room to expand, Minister of Commerce Wang 
Wentao said, noting that China is proactively 
opening its vast market and will promote 
balanced trade through expanding imports 
while stabilizing exports.

Foreign companies particularly welcome 
the enormous opportunities offered by the 
Chinese market.

Toy giant LEGO Group said it is doubling 
down on the Chinese market with a long-
term investment strategy, while aircraft 
manufacturer Airbus also expressed strong 
commitment, saying China’s aviation market 
holds immense potential.

For developing countries seeking prosperity 
and development, China’s experience offers 
a practical reference point, showing that 
modernization does not have to follow a 
single template. Instead, countries can pursue 
development paths determined by their own 
conditions, priorities and stages of development.

“With a people-centered approach, it 
balances the inclusivity and sustainability of 
population modernization, reflecting unique 
value orientations and governance wisdom, 
and contributing Chinese solutions to the 
global modernization process,” said Darren 
Smith, a professor at Loughborough University 
in Britain and a fellow of the British Academy 
of Social Sciences.   – Xinhua

China’s new !ve-year plan charts world’s largest modernization by population
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Suy Se with Sally Jensen in 
Bangkok

PHNOM PENH – Multilingual 
scripts, images of young women 
and timed toilet breaks: a police 
tour of a newly busted cyberscam 
operation in Cambodia yesterday 
revealed how fraudsters ensnare 
foreign victims online.

Cambodia has become a major 
hotspot for crime syndicates 
running a multibillion-dollar 
illicit industry in which scammers 
defraud internet users globally 
in romance and cryptocurrency 
investment cons.

As countries like the United 
States and China press Cambodia 
to crack down on the networks 
stealing from their citizens, AFP 
was invited to visit an office in the 
capital Phnom Penh a day after it 
was raided by police.

On the 30th floor of a luxury 
building, dozens of desktop 
computer screens showed 
conversations, group chats and 
software that authorities said 
scammers used to swindle people 
in Britain and Europe.

Police said they detained 57 
Cambodian suspects and eight 
Chinese “ringleaders” at the office 
on Tuesday night.

The suspects “committed 
online scams by persuading 
victims who are foreigners 
in Europe to invest in fake 
investments”, said Phnom Penh 
deputy police chief Bun Sosekha, 
who led the raid.

“We see a difference here 
because in the past the offenders 
were foreigners, but now 
Cambodians also start to do this.”

Toilet time tracked
Screens left on showed 

Telegram channels in Chinese 
selling “stock materials”, social 
media accounts and SIM cards for 
the United States and Britain.

Other chat windows showed 
accounts of working hours, 
including time spent using the 
toilet, eating and smoking.

One monitor showed notes 
titled “scripts” in more than 20 
European languages.

“If you don’t mind, can I ask, 
are you older or younger than 
me? I am 33 years old,” reads one 
conversation in Czech.

“52,” the user at the other end 
replies.

“Men at this age are very 
attractive, stable and mature,” 
writes the alleged scammer account.

“This is me, very pretty,” it 
adds, sending the target a picture 
of a young woman.

Known as “pig-butchering”, 
scammers groom targets for 
weeks before cajoling them 
into ploughing money into fake 
investment platforms and other 
ruses, according to experts and 
law enforcement.

Largely concentrated in 
Southeast Asia, the global 
cyberscam industry has reached 
“industrial proportions”, with some 
estimates of its annual revenues 
hitting US$64 billion, according to 
a February report by the UN Office 
on Drugs and Crime.

Some of the hundreds of 
thousands of people carrying out 
scams in the region are trafficked 
and held against their will, while 
others work voluntarily.

Chhay Sinarith, senior 
minister on the government’s 
anti-cyberscam commission, told 
AFP only a “small percentage” of 
scammers were forced to work.

Smaller scale scams
Since a government crackdown 

began in July, authorities have 
shut down around 250 scam sites 
and 91 casinos, he said.

He added that more than 
200,000 people have fled scam 
sites and left Cambodia, and that 

the country has deported around 
10,000 foreign nationals.

The law enforcement push, 
which analysts have criticised 
as window-dressing, nabbed its 
biggest player with the January 
arrest of Chinese-born tycoon Chen 
Zhi, who was extradited to China.

The accused scam boss, who 
was indicted by US authorities 
last year, had served as an adviser 
to Prime Minister Hun Manet and 
his father, former leader Hun Sen.

Cambodian authorities have 
frozen Chen’s assets, including 
his real estate properties and 
myriad businesses in the country, 
Chhay Sinarith said.

Despite his extradition, Chen 
“will be prosecuted in the near 
future” in Cambodia, and his 
assets “will be confiscated”, the 
senior official added.

Authorities have acknowledged 
an industry shift as scammers 
move operations from large-scale 
compounds to smaller sites like 
office and hotel buildings.

“Their networks from overseas 
have ordered them to carry out 
activities on a small scale, which 
is different from before,” Chhay 
Sinarith told AFP.

Cambodian authorities have 
vowed to stamp out the business 
by the end of next month, vowing 
to prosecute low-level scammers, 
bosses and landlords of scam sites 
alike.

“We hope it will be wiped out 
in April,” Chhay Sinarith said.

– AFP

A general view shows seized equipment confiscated from cyberscam operation 
centres at the Commissariat of Phnom Penh Municipal Police in Phnom Penh 
yesterday.            – AFP

BANGKOK – A Thai bulk carrier 
travelling in the crucial Strait of 
Hormuz was attacked yesterday, with 
20 crew members rescued so far, the 
Thai navy said.

Photos shared by the Royal 
Thai Navy showed heavy black 
smoke billowing from the hull and 
superstructure of the Thai-registered 
Mayuree Naree, with life rafts 
floating in the water.

The vessel “was attacked while 
transiting the Strait of Hormuz” after 
departing Khalifa port in the United 
Arab Emirates, the navy said in a 
statement.

“The specific details and cause 
of the attack are currently under 
investigation,” it added.

The Omani navy had rescued 
20 sailors and “efforts are currently 
underway to rescue the remaining 
three crew members”, it said.

Iran has launched strikes against 

its oil-exporting neighbours, threatening 
shipping in the Strait of Hormuz and 
plunging the global energy economy 
into crisis.

It was not immediately clear 
whether the incident was one of three 
commercial ships that the United 
Kingdom Maritime Trade Operations 
centre earlier said had been hit in the 
Gulf yesterday.

Ship-tracking websites showed 
the Mayuree Naree just off the Omani 
coast in the Strait of Hormuz, moving 
slowly at little more than one knot.

The carrier is 178 metres long and 
displaces 30,000 tonnes, they said, 
adding it was on its way to Kandla in 
India.

The Thai navy said it is owned by 
a Thai transport company, Precious 
Shipping.

AFP sought comment from the 
firm in Bangkok but did not receive 
an immediate response.        – AFP

This handout photo taken yesterday and released by the Royal Thai Navy shows smoke 
rising from the Thai bulk carrier ‘Mayuree Naree’ near the Strait of Hormuz after an 
attack.         – AFP

MANILA – The Philippines 
has signed a memorandum of 
agreement with the Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH to 
implement a mangrove insurance 
initiative in Eastern Visayas, 
the country’s Department of 
Agriculture (DA) said yesterday.

Under the initiative, GIZ 
will provide technical assistance 
through a project to strengthen 
disaster resilience and risk 

mitigation in coastal communities.
The project will support the 

Philippine side in designing and 
testing the insurance product 
while also building institutional 
capacity. It will link ecosystem-
based adaptation with climate risk 
insurance to protect vital coastal 
ecosystems.

The partnership aims to provide 
innovative, rapid financing for 
mangrove assessment, cleanup, 
and restoration immediately 

after climate-related disasters, 
particularly typhoons, the DA 
said.

Mangroves help reduce 
wave energy, limit coastal 
erosion, protect communities 
and infrastructure, and support 
fisheries and local livelihoods. 
Eastern Visayas is one of the 
regions most exposed to climate 
risks, highlighting the critical role 
of mangroves as natural coastal 
defenses.             – Xinhua

Washington – Meta disabled more 
than 150,000 accounts and Thai police 
arrested 21 people in a sweeping 
international crackdown on Southeast 
Asian criminal scam centres that 
targeted people around the world, the 
social media giant said yesterday.

The operation was led by 
Thailand’s Royal Thai Police Anti-
Cyber Scam Centre alongside the 
FBI and the US Justice Department’s 
Scam Center Strike Force, with Meta 
investigators acting on intelligence 
shared in real time by law enforcement.

Online scam networks – many 
operating out of compounds in 
Cambodia, Myanmar and Laos – have 
grown increasingly sophisticated in 
recent years, running what authorities 
describe as full-scale criminal 
business operations designed to 
evade detection.

Scammers working at these 
fraud compounds lure internet users 
into fake romantic relationships and 
cryptocurrency investments, and have 
expanded operations into multiple 
languages to steal billions of dollars 
from victims around the world.

The latest crackdown also 
involved the UK’s National Crime 

Agency, as well as agencies from 
Australia, Canada, Indonesia, Japan, 
New Zealand, the Philippines, 
Singapore and South Korea.

A pilot action in December yielded 
the removal of 59,000 accounts, pages 
and groups from Meta’s platforms 
and six arrest warrants. Last week’s 
follow-up operation more than 
doubled that account tally.

“This operation is a testament 
to how sharing information and 
coordinating our efforts can make real 
progress in disrupting this criminal 
activity at its source,” said Chris 
Sonderby, Meta’s vice president and 
deputy general counsel.

Thai police official Jirabhop 
Bhuridej, assistant commissioner 
general of the Royal Thai Police, 
said the crackdown “sends a clear 
message to criminals” that authorities 
would continue to pursue online scam 
syndicates operating across borders.

Alongside the enforcement 
action, Meta announced a series of 
new protective tools, including alerts 
on Facebook for suspicious friend 
requests and a WhatsApp warning 
system to flag potentially fraudulent 
device-linking attempts.        –AFP

Thai navy says cargo ship attacked 
in Strait of Hormuz

Global crackdown targets Southeast 
Asia’s criminal scam networks

Mangrove insurance pilot to be launched in 
climate-vulnerable Philippines region

‘This is me, very pretty’: inside a 
Cambodian cyberscam site
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SEOUL – North Korea respects 
Iran’s choice of a new supreme 
leader, state media said yesterday, 
accusing the US and Israel of 
undermining regional peace.

Pyongyang, a longstanding US 
adversary, has previously condemned 
the US-Israeli attack on Iran as an 
“illegal act of aggression”.

Defying US President Donald 
Trump’s desire to have a say in who 
runs Iran, the Islamic republic on 
Sunday named Mojtaba Khamenei 
to replace his father, longtime ruler 
Ali Khamenei, who died in an 
Israeli airstrike on February 28.

“We respect the rights and 
choice of the Iranian people 
to elect their supreme leader,” 
Pyongyang’s unnamed Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson was quoted 
as saying by the official Korean 
Central News Agency (KCNA).

The official said the United States 
and Israel are “destroying the regional 
peace and security foundations and 
escalating instability worldwide”.

The spokesperson accused 
Washington and Israel of violating 
Iran’s “political system and 
territorial integrity”, and attempting 
to “overthrow its social system”.

Such actions “deserve worldwide 
criticism and rejection as they can 
never be tolerated,” the official added.

The United States has for decades 
led efforts to dismantle North 

Korea’s nuclear programme, but 
summits, sanctions and diplomatic 
pressure have had little impact.

In recent months, the Trump 
administration has mounted a push 
to revive high-level talks with 
Pyongyang, eyeing a potential 
summit between the US president and 
the North’s Kim Jong Un this year.

Trump said during his Asia trip 
in October that he was “100 percent” 
open to meeting with Kim, a remark 
that went unanswered by the North.

After largely ignoring those 
overtures for months, Kim recently 
said that the two nations could “get 
along” if Washington accepted 
Pyongyang’s nuclear status.

‘Terrible consequences’
Pyongyang’s state media also 

said yesterday that North Korea’s 
leader oversaw another test-firing 
of strategic cruise missiles from 
the naval Choe Hyon destroyer.

North Korea carried out a 
similar missile test from the vessel 
last week, claiming the country 
was in the process of “arming the 
Navy with nuclear weapons”.

During the occasion, Kim 
stressed the importance of expanding 
a “powerful and reliable nuclear war 
deterrent,” KCNA said.

Images released by state media 
showed Kim overseeing the launch 
remotely via video footage with his 

teenage daughter, Ju Ae, who is now 
widely regarded as his heir apparent.

There, Kim said “important 
successes” have been made in the 
practical deployment of “strategic 
and tactical strike means”.

South Korea’s spy agency has said 
Pyongyang appears to have begun the 
process of designating Ju Ae as leader 
Kim’s successor, with the North 
frequently releasing photographs of 
the young daughter accompanying 
her father on official duties.

The test came as Washington 
and Seoul kicked off their springtime 
military drills “Freedom Shield” 
on Monday, to which Pyongyang 
responded by warning of 
“unimaginably terrible consequences”.

The Choe Hyon is one of two 
5,000-ton destroyers in the North’s 
arsenal, both launched last year as 
Kim seeks to ramp up the navy with 
short-range tactical missiles capable 
of carrying nuclear warheads.

North Korea appears to be 
“securing the legitimacy and 
justification for bolstering war 
deterrence,” Yang Moo-jin, former 
president of the University of 
North Korean Studies, told AFP.

With the war in Iran, the joint 
US-South Korea drills are being 
highlighted by the North “as not 
merely defensive and routine, 
but ultimately attempts at a pre-
emptive war”.    – AFP

SEOUL – South Korea said 
yesterday it could deter threats 
from the North even if the United 
States relocated some of its military 
assets to the Middle East amid the 
war in Iran.

Washington, Seoul’s key 
security ally, stations about 28,500 
troops and a range of air and missile 
defence systems in the South to 
help deter aggression from the 
nuclear-armed North.

The Washington Post reported 

this week that the United States was 
moving parts of its Terminal High 
Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) 
system from South Korea to the 
Middle East, citing unnamed 
officials.

“Regardless of whether certain 
USFK assets are deployed overseas, 
there is no issue whatsoever with 
our deterrence posture against 
North Korea, given the level of our 
military capabilities,” the defence 
ministry said in a statement to AFP 

yesterday, referring to the United 
States Forces Korea command.

It declined to confirm the report.
The THAAD missile defence 

system is designed to intercept short, 
medium and intermediate-range 
ballistic missiles using hit-to-kill 
technology.

It was installed in South Korea 
in 2017, a move that sparked strong 
protests from China.

President Lee Jae Myung has 
said his government is unhappy 

with the reported asset move but 
acknowledged there was little it 
could do about it.

“The government is opposing 
the USFK’s withdrawal of some 
air defence weapons for its own 
military needs,” he said on Tuesday.

“But the stark reality is that we 
are unable to fully implement our 
opinions.”

A photo taken by Yonhap news 
agency last week and released on 
Tuesday appeared to show parts 

of the THAAD battery being 
dismantled in Seongju County, about 
220 kilometres south of Seoul.

A presidential official told AFP 
it was “inappropriate” to comment 
on questions regarding any military 
asset redeployment and cautioned 
against media speculation.

“Speculative reports on militarily 
sensitive matters are undesirable 
in light of our security interests... 
and our relations with key Middle 
Eastern countries,” he said.      – AFP

TOKYO – A Japanese zoo 
caring for a baby monkey who has 
become an internet sensation was 
forced to issue a statement denying 
he was being bullied, following an 
outpouring of concern online.

Punch, a seven-month-old baby 
macaque, was abandoned by his 
mother and shot to stardom after he 
began clinging to a plush orangutan 
toy from IKEA for comfort at 
Ichikawa City Zoo outside Tokyo.

But after the zoo posted on 
X last month that Punch “had 
been scolded many times by other 
monkeys”, videos showing him 
being chased by members of the 
troop were spread online, alongside 
claims that he was being bullied.

“As a result, we have received 
many voices of concern from people 
both in Japan and overseas,” the zoo 
said in a statement Tuesday.

The zoo added that Punch was 
becoming less reliant on the stuffed 
orangutan toy because increasing 
numbers of monkeys were looking 
after or playing with him.

“While dominant individuals may 
show disciplining actions toward their 

subordinates, as macaques do naturally, 
these actions in the macaque society 
‘differ from human abuses’,” it said.

“Punch spends most of the day 
peacefully,” the zoo added.

The zoo also warned that “Punch 
has become accustomed to living in 
this troop, so separating him now 
would create the risk that he would 
never be able to return to the group 
and would have to continue living 
that way for the rest of his life”.

Spurned by its mother, 
Punch was raised in an artificial 
environment after being born in 
July, and began training to rejoin his 
troop earlier this year.

Punch’s predicament sparked 
huge interest online, spawning a 
devoted fanbase under the hashtag 
#HangInTherePunch, as large 
crowds thronged the zoo, and sales 
of his IKEA orangutan toy boomed.

However, animal rights group 
People for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals (PETA) said Punch’s plight 
has highlighted the cruelty of zoos and 
called for his relocation to a “reputable 
sanctuary, where he could live in a 
more natural environment”.      – AFP

NEW DELHI – India’s Supreme 
Court authorised yesterday the 
withdrawal of life support from a 
man who has been in a vegetative 
state for over a decade, the first 
such ruling in the country’s history.

India recognised passive 
euthanasia in 2018, permitting the 
removal of life support under strict 
conditions to allow death to occur 
naturally.

But this marks the first time 
that a court has approved its use 
for an individual.

The parents of Harish Rana 
had sought to discontinue medical 
support for their son, who suffered 
severe head injuries in a fall from 
a building in 2013 and has been on 
life support since.

The court granted their 
request yesterday, saying in its 
ruling that Rana exhibited “no 
meaningful interaction” and had 
been dependent on others for “all 
activities of self-care”.

“His condition has shown 
no improvement,” the court was 
quoted as saying by legal news 
website Bar and Bench.

Doctors had already concluded 
that Rana, who is in his early 30s, 
has virtually no chance of recovery.

But because he does not have 
a living will – a legally binding 
document outlining preferences 
for medical care in the event of 
a terminal condition – he has not 
been able to give his consent for 
passive euthanasia.

His parents, therefore, had 
petitioned the court to allow him to 
be taken off life support.

Active euthanasia, in which 
substances are directly administered 
to cause death, remains illegal in India.

But the national debate over 
allowing someone to die dates to 
the 2011 case of Aruna Shanbaug, 
a nurse who spent 42 years in a 
vegetative state following a brutal 
sexual assault.

The Supreme Court rejected 
a plea by Shanbaug’s family to 
end her life, and she died from 
pneumonia in 2015 aged 66.

But it did issue a landmark 
opinion recognising passive 
euthanasia under strict safeguards 
and with judicial approval.

The move relied on earlier 
judgements that recognised the 
constitutional right to die with 
dignity, and served as a prelude 
to the expanded 2018 ruling on 
passive euthanasia.

Euthanasia remains a deeply 
divisive global issue, with supporters 
arguing that terminally ill patients 
should have the autonomy to choose 
a compassionate end to unbearable 
suffering, while opponents stress the 
sanctity of life.

A handful of countries, 
including the Netherlands, Belgium 
and Canada, allow both euthanasia 
and physician-assisted dying under 
tight safeguards.     – AFP

A doctor checks on a malnourished child at the Indira Gandhi Institute of Child 
Health in Kabul, Afghanistan, last Wednesday.            – Xinhua

A woman performs rituals for the well being of her family during the Sheetla Saptami 
Hindu festival in Ajmer, India yesterday.                  – AFP

Seoul says can deter threats from North if US weapons shifted to Mideast

Punch the baby monkey isn’t 
being bullied: Japan zoo

India’s top court allows withdrawal of life 
support for man in vegetative state

N Korea says respects Iran’s choice of new supreme leader: KCNA
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DUBAI – US group Citi, 
consultancies Deloitte and PwC 
and other firms in Dubai have 
closed offices or asked employees 
to evacuate yesterday after Iran 
threatened US and Israel-linked 
economic assets in the Middle East.

The evacuations at the heart of 
the Middle East’s financial hub come 
as the Gulf but especially the UAE 
has borne the brunt of Iran’s attacks 
in response to US-Israeli strikes.

Iran’s military threatened 
yesterday to attack US and Israeli 
economic targets in the region, 
including banks, after overnight 
attacks reportedly hit an Iranian bank.

Employees were asked to evacuate 
Citi offices in the Dubai International 
Financial Centre (DIFC) and in Oud 
Metha, a source with knowledge of 
the evacuations told AFP.

British consulting group PwC 
will close offices in Saudi Arabia, 

Qatar, the UAE and Kuwait for 
the remainder of the week as a 
“precaution”, a second source with 
knowledge told AFP.

Deloitte, another British 
consultancy, told its staff to vacate 
their DIFC offices yesterday 
afternoon (local time), a third source 
with knowledge told AFP.

Employees at two other companies 
in DIFC told AFP their offices had 
been evacuated as a precaution.

They all spoke on condition of 
anonymity given the sensitivity of 
the matter.

Iran’s central operational 
command, Khatam Al-Anbiya, said 
“the enemy has given us free rein to 
target economic centres and banks 
belonging to the United States and 
the Zionist regime”.

It urged people across the region 
to refrain from going within one 
kilometre of banks.

Tehran has targeted US assets 
in the Gulf but also civilian 
infrastructure including airports, 
ports, hotels and landmarks.

Air, maritime traffic 
targeted

Earlier yesterday, drones fell 
near Dubai airport, injuring four 
people, while attacks hit three ships 
in or near the Strait of Hormuz.

Iran has targeted Gulf energy 
infrastructure and choked shipping in 
the strait – which normally carries nearly 
20 percent of global oil production 
– prompting wild swings in prices.

“Two drones fell in the vicinity 
of Dubai International Airport a short 
while ago, resulting in minor injuries 
to two Ghanaian nationals and one 
Bangladeshi national, and moderate 
injuries to one Indian national,” the 
Dubai Media Office said.

“Air traffic is operating as normal.”

UAE presidential advisor 
Anwar Gargash said Iran “is lying 
when they claim to be targeting US 
bases in the Gulf” and slammed the 
attacks on “civilian infrastructure... 
with no regard for civilians and 
innocent people”.

An Indian worker at a cargo 
terminal opposite Terminal 2 of 
Dubai airport said he saw a drone 
flying at low altitude, slowly 
gliding down before crashing into a 
building at the airport terminal.

“I saw it clearly. But there was 
no loud blast when it hit,” he said on 
condition of anonymity.

“About 10 minutes later, I saw 
another drone gliding past in a 
similar manner... When it crashed, 
the explosion was loud.”

A container ship and a bulk carrier 
were hit off the coast of the UAE, 
one off Dubai and the other off the 
northern Emirate of Ras Al Khaimah 

by unknown projectiles, according to 
the United Kingdom Maritime Trade 
Operations (UKMTO).

A projectile hit a third ship off 
Oman, in the Strait of Hormuz, 
which caused a fire that was later 
extinguished, the UKMTO said.

And drones struck fuel tanks at 
Oman’s Salalah port yesterday, state 
media said, with private maritime 
security company Vanguard Tech 
reporting the suspension of the 
port’s operations after the attack.

Saudi Arabia said it intercepted 
seven ballistic missiles targeting its 
eastern region and the Prince Sultan 
Air Base.

In the past few days, Saudi 
Aramco’s sprawling Ras Tanura 
facility, home to one of the 
Middle East’s largest refineries, 
was targeted as well as the UAE’s 
Ruwais refinery – one of the largest 
in the world.       – AFP

Nina LARSON
GENEVA – The United Nations 

aid chief warned yesterday that the 
Middle East war was impacting aid 
routes and called for “exemptions” 
so humanitarian supplies could get 
through.

The war in the Middle East 
has effectively closed the Strait of 
Hormuz, while fuel supply disruptions 
are sending freight rates soaring.

UN aid chief Tom Fletcher 
warned that the escalating war 
and its impact on the strait was 
having “a direct impact on our 
humanitarian supplies, including 
going to areas of key need in sub-
Saharan Africa”.

“I’m worried that further 
escalation will damage other 
supply routes,” he told reporters 
in Geneva, warning that the war 
was pushing up prices and driving 
“more people into greater need”.

“We’re appealing to all the 
parties to try and secure those routes, 
including the Strait of Hormuz, for 
our humanitarian traffic... so we 
can reach anyone, anywhere, on the 
basis of greatest need.”

“We’re living through a moment 
right now of grave peril,” Fletcher said.

“We’re seeing these crises 
escalate rapidly and increasingly 
collide in dangerous ways,” he said, 
calling for “calmer heads to prevail”.

The last two weeks of fighting 
are further confirmation that 
“we’re living in a time of brutality, 
impunity and indifference”, he said, 
cautioning that “the rules-based 
scaffolding meant to restrain the 
worst excesses of war is cracking”.

“Human ingenuity is being 
applied to find ever more sinister 
ways to kill at scale, while civilians 
are subjected to ever more abject 
violence.”

‘Massive gap’
The UN aid chief warned that 

such violence was taking a heavy 
toll at a time when humanitarians 
were already on their knees.

“We’re seeing violence rever-
berate across borders, displacement, 
economic shocks, soaring humani-
tarian needs – and we’re seeing the 
consequences spread faster than we 
can respond,” he said.

“Humanitarian action [is] 
overstretched, under sustained 
attack and under-resourced.”

When Fletcher launched the 
UN’s annual Global Humanitarian 
Appeal for 2026 last December, he 
requested US$23 billion to help 
87 million of the world’s most 
vulnerable people, with a heavy 
focus on dire conflict situations 
like those in Gaza, Ukraine, Sudan, 
Haiti and Myanmar.

The amount and scope were 
dramatically reduced compared 
to recent years, as the UN strives 
to adapt to a new reality since US 
President Donald Trump returned 
to the White House in January 
2025, slashing foreign aid.

The UN has stressed that 
its smaller appeal did not mean 
humanitarian needs have shrunk.

Fletcher voiced optimism 
yesterday that the 2026 target could 
be reached, while acknowledging 
that “the needs are far greater” than 
the people the UN can reach.

The UN has already received 
US$5 billion towards the 2026 plan, 
including US$2 billion from the US, 
with additional pledges bringing the 
total to US$8.7 billion, he said.

“So that’s over a third of what 
we’re looking to get this year for 
this plan, delivered in the first 
quarter,” he said.

But, he warned, “we still face a 
massive gap”.

“Without additional support, 
millions of people will die.”

The towering humanitarian 
needs were all the more distressing 
when around US$1 billion is being 
spent every day on the Middle East 
war, he said.

Just a day’s worth of war funding 
“would allow us to save millions of 
lives”, Fletcher insisted.    – AFP

WASHINGTON – The United 
States yesterday warned Iranians 
that it considers civilian ports in the 
Strait of Hormuz to be legitimate 
targets, alleging the Tehran 
government was using the facilities 
for military operations.

“The Iranian regime is using 
civilian ports along the Strait of 
Hormuz to conduct military operations 
that threaten international shipping,” 
the US military said in a statement.

“Civilian ports used for military 
purposes lose protected status and 
become legitimate military targets 

under international law.”
It urged “civilians in Iran to 

immediately avoid all port facilities 
where Iranian naval forces are 
operating.

“Iranian dockworkers, adminis-
trative personnel, and commercial 
vessel crews should avoid Iranian naval 
vessels and military equipment.”

On Tuesday, the United States 
said it had carried out strikes that 
destroyed 16 mine-laying vessels 
that could have been used to block 
the strait, a vital sea lane for Gulf oil 
and gas exports.      – AFP

WASHINGTON – The United 
States was responsible for a Toma-
hawk missile strike on an Iranian 
school because of a targeting mis-
take, The New York Times reported 
yesterday.

The newspaper, citing US 
officials, said the investigation into 
the February 28 strike was ongoing 
but preliminary findings were that 
the United States was responsible.

The US military was conducting 
strikes on an adjacent Iranian 

base of which the school building 
was formerly a part and target 
coordinates were set using outdated 
data, it said.

President Donald Trump 
suggested earlier this week that Iran 
itself may have been responsible 
but later said he could “live with” 
whatever the investigation reveals.

Iran has said the strike on the 
elementary school in the southern 
city of Minab killed more than 150 
people.       – AFP

Smoke rises from an Israeli airstrike that targeted a building in Ruwais neighborhood 

in Beirut’s southern suburbs yesterday. Israel pressed its attacks across Lebanon 

yesterday, hitting an apartment building in central Beirut, in the second targeting of 

the heart of the capital since the Middle East war began.                – AFP 

Members of the security forces 

stand guard on armoured vehicles 

plastered with portraits of Iran’s 

slain supreme leader Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei (R) and of his son, Iran’s 

new supreme leader Ayatollah 

Mojtaba Khamenei, during the 

funerals of Iran’s Revolutionary 

Guards Corps (IRGC) commanders, 

army commanders and others 

killed in the early days of the 

United States and Israeli strikes on 

Iran, at Enghelab Square in Tehran 

yesterday. Washington launched 

strikes with Israel on Iran on 

February 28, sparking retaliatory 

strikes by Tehran against Israel and 

US bases across the Gulf region.

                 – AFP

Firms evacuate Dubai !nancial district after Iran threats

US warns of possible strikes 
on Iran’s civilian ports

Targeting mistake led to US missile 
strike on Iranian school: report

UN urges ‘exemptions’ to get aid through 
Strait of Hormuz
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Julie Bourdin
JOHANNESBURG – Soldiers 

moved into gang-violence hotspots 
in Johannesburg yesterday to support 
police efforts to tackle rampant 
crime, described by President Cyril 
Ramaphosa as one of the biggest 
threats facing South Africa.

Around a dozen armoured 
vehicles rolled into suburbs in western 
Johannesburg, South Africa’s economic 
powerhouse, to kick off a deployment 
announced by Ramaphosa a month ago.

Armed and uniformed soldiers 
backed by police conducted house-
to-house searches, lifting mattresses 
and opening cupboards as they 
asked about drugs and weapons, 
AFP reporters saw.

The areas – including Riverlea 
and Westbury – are plagued by 
regular shootings and murders 
linked to turf wars between gangs.

“It’s a good thing! Now we can 
sleep in peace,” smiled Cecil Witbooi, 
a 50-year-old resident of Westbury.

His street – lined with small, 
run-down houses – was a regular 

battleground between rival gangs, 
he said.

“Is this the real deal?” an elderly 
man shouted at a passing army 
convoy in Riverlea. A woman was 
murdered in a nearby apartment 
block this week, he said.

Dozens of residents gathered 
outside a block of crumbling apartment 
buildings to watch as the convoy pulled 
in and uniformed soldiers stepped out, 
some with their faces covered.

Children ran around excitedly 
and even posed for photos inside 
armoured vehicles.

Jobs and judges
Standing near a wall covered in 

graffiti of gang insignia, mother-of-
three Shai-Anne Fisher, 31, said she 
hoped the deployment would “bring 
change”.

“There’s lots of crime, shootings... 
Children are getting massacred,” she 
said. “This is uplifting us.”

But others were doubtful. “It’s 
nice they’re here, but they’re not 
going to do anything,” shrugged 

42-year-old Eugene, who only gave 
his first name for fear of reprisals.

“Once the criminals get caught, the 
judges let them out again,” he said.

A young woman showed a scar 
on her leg, where she was hit by a 
bullet two months earlier.

Another resident, who asked for 
anonymity, said South Africa needed 
more than an army deployment.

“If they can give people jobs, it 
will help,” she said, estimating that 
90 percent of the block’s residents 
were unemployed.

The national joblessness rate 
hovers near 32 percent, according 
to government figures.

With children as young as 12 
recruited into gangs, stricter laws are 
needed to keep perpetrators in prison, 
she said, claiming some police officers 
were in cahoots with criminals.

South Africa’s high crime rate 
includes on average 60 murders 
a day, many linked to turf battles 
between gangs involved in drugs 
and illegal mining.

“Organised crime is now the most 
immediate threat to our democracy, 
our society and our economic 
development,” Ramaphosa said in a 
state of the nation address last month.

The military deployment will 
last a year and cover five of the nine 
provinces, including the Western 
Cape, home to tourist hub Cape 
Town, according to a plan presented 
to parliament.

The measure has drawn criticism 
from experts and opposition 
politicians who say troops lack 
policing skills.      – AFP

South African National Defence Force (SANDF) soldiers patrol during an operation 
in Riverlea, near Johannesburg, yesterday. President Cyril Ramaphosa announced 
the deployment last month, calling organised crime the “most immediate threat” to 
South Africa’s democracy and economic development.                – AFP

Peter Hutchison
LONDON – UK Prime Minister 

Keir Starmer was warned that 
appointing an associate of convicted 
US sex offender Jeffrey Epstein as 
his envoy to Washington carried 
a “reputational risk”, government 
documents showed yesterday.

The due diligence report drawn 
up before Starmer named Peter 
Mandelson as the UK’s ambassador 
to the United States in late 2024 
was included in the first tranche of 
thousands of documents due to be 
published about the controversial 
appointment.

The disclosure is likely to renew 
pressure on Starmer, who has 
faced repeated questions about his 
judgement and already faced down 
calls to resign over his decision.

The report in December 2024 
noted a series of reports detailing 
Mandelson’s links with Epstein, who 
was convicted of sex crimes in Florida 
in 2008, including soliciting a minor.

It said their relationship 
“continued across 2009-2011”, 
beginning when Mandelson was a 
government minister and continuing 
after the end of the UK’s last Labour 
government in 2010.

It also noted that Mandelson 
“reportedly stayed in Epstein’s house 
while he was in jail in June 2009”.

Lawmakers last month ordered 
the Labour government to release tens 
of thousands of emails, messages and 
documents detailing how Mandelson 
was vetted for the role.

The documents published 
yesterday ran to about 150 pages, a 
fraction of the number of documents 
set for disclosure to parliament.

Starmer has insisted that 
Mandelson “lied repeatedly” to 
officials about the extent of his 
friendship with the late Epstein, before 
and during his tenure as ambassador.

But the prime minister has also 

admitted that he knew Mandelson 
had maintained a relationship with 
Epstein after his 2008 conviction.

Starmer sacked Mandelson as 
ambassador in September last year 
after documents released by a US 
Congressional committee revealed 
new details about Mandelson’s ties 
to Epstein.

They included that Mandelson 
told Epstein to “fight for early 
release” shortly before he received 
his 18-month sentence for admitting 
to procuring a child for prostitution.

‘Depth of relationship’
Starmer has insisted that he 

acted swiftly after becoming aware 
of the information.

“Whilst the documents point 
to public reports of an ongoing 
relationship between Peter Mandelson 
and Jeffrey Epstein, the advice did 
not expose the depth and extent of 
their relationship,” Darren Jones told 
parliament yesterday referring to the 
due diligence disclosure.

The publication of further 
files earlier this year suggested 
that Mandelson gave sensitive 
documents to Epstein when he was 
a government minister, including 
during the 2008 financial crash.

It unleashed a political storm, 
with two of Starmer’s top aides 
resigning over the row.

It also saw police arrest Mandelson, 
a former Labour spin doctor, last 
month on suspicion of misconduct 
in public office. He has not been 
charged and denies wrongdoing.

The newly released documents 
show that a severance payment of 
£75,000 (US$106,000) was agreed 
between the government and 
Mandelson over his departure, even 
though the politician had asked for 
more than £500,000.

Starmer has apologised to Epstein’s 
victims for the appointment.      – AFP

WASHINGTON – A van 
smashed through a security 
barricade near the White House 
yesterday, authorities said, forcing 
a temporary shutdown of the area 
in downtown Washington during 
morning rush hour.

The driver was taken into 
custody and there were no reported 
injuries following the pre-dawn 
incident at Lafayette Square, just 
north of the White House.

A police bomb squad cleared 
the vehicle and declared the scene 
safe, said a spokesperson for the 
US Secret Service, which handles 
presidential security.

“The individual is currently 
being interviewed by the Secret 
Service and criminal charges are 
pending,” the spokesperson said in 
a statement.

Washington has been under 
heightened security amid the US-
Israel war on Iran.

Dozens of emergency vehicles 
with lights flashing descended on the 
scene, as police closed several major 
streets around the White House.

Traffic congestion snarled 
the area as office workers and 
tourists were blocked from passing 
through.     – AFP

A member of the US Secret Service monitors the scene after a vehicle ran into a 
security barricade near the White House in Washington, DC, yesterday.           – AFP 

VATICAN CITY – Pope Leo 
XIV has accepted the resignation 
of a bishop from the Chaldean 
Catholic community in the United 
States after he was charged with 
embezzlement of church funds.

The Vatican gave no reason for 
the resignation of Bishop Emanuel 
Hana Shaleta from the Chaldean 
Catholic Eparchy of St Peter 
the Apostle in California, which 
it announced in a statement on 
Tuesday.

But the San Diego County 
Sheriff’s Office said Shaleta had 
been arrested on March 5 at the 
airport while trying to leave the 
country.

He was arrested for eight counts 

of embezzlement, eight counts of 
money laundering and one count 
of “aggravated white collar crime 
enhancement”.

He had been under investigation 
since August, when a member 
of the church got in touch with 
allegations of embezzlement.

Shaleta was held in the San 
Diego central jail on a US$125,000 
bail, the sheriff’s office said.

According to US media, the 
bishop is accused of embezzling 
US$270,000, and pleaded not 
guilty on Monday to the charges 
against him.

The Chaldean Church is 
an Eastern Catholic Church 
historically rooted in Iraq and Iran, 

with its base in Baghdad.
Shaleta was born in Iraq in 

1956, according to his church’s 
website, and has been in the United 
States since 1987.

The Chaldean diaspora in the 
United States is one of its largest.

The Vatican also said on 
Tuesday that the pope had accepted 
the resignation of the patriarch 
of the Chaldean Church, Louis-
Raphael Sako.

The cardinal had discussed 
retiring two years ago, when he 
was 75, with former Pope Francis 
but was encouraged to remain, 
according to Vatican News.

The Vatican made no link 
between the two cases.    – AFP

S Africa deploys soldiers into Johannesburg crime hotspots

Starmer was warned of ‘risk’ 
of ex-envoy’s ties to Epstein

White House area shut down after van 
breaches security barricade

Pope accepts resignation of US bishop 
accused of embezzlement
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Fran Blandy
RIO DE JANEIRO – Even Flávio 

Bolsonaro didn’t seem to take his presidential 
candidacy very seriously when his father, 
Brazil’s former president Jair Bolsonaro, 
tapped him as a political heir from behind bars.

However, the bespectacled 44-year-old 
senator, who is pitching himself as a more 
measured member of the far-right dynasty, 
has surprised many with a surge in opinion 
polls ahead of October elections.

“They always asked for a more moderate 
Bolsonaro, I’ve always been like this...
balanced and level-headed,” Flávio said after 
being tapped to lead his father’s powerful 
conservative base.

Jair Bolsonaro, 70, has been barred from 
running and was jailed last year on charges 
linked to a failed coup attempt.

Flávio’s presidential bid received a cool 
reception from conservatives and the market.

He also sparked confusion saying he 
might abandon the ticket for a “price,” in what 
was seen as a bid to negotiate amnesty for his 
father.

But conservatives knew Flávio was not 
going anywhere and his ticket grew “even 
more than Bolsonaro supporters themselves 
believed,” said political scientist Claudio 
Gonçalves Couto of the Getúlio Vargas 
Foundation.

“I think it’s the family brand that counts. 
This name [Bolsonaro] still has strength with 
a large segment of the electorate.”

Leftist President Luiz Inácio Lula da 
Silva, 80, who beat Jair Bolsonaro by a razor-
thin margin in 2022, is seeking a fourth term 
in the election.

Pollsters Datafolha said Flávio’s support 
had doubled in the first round since a previous 
survey in December.

A technical tie
Their data, released on Saturday, showed 

a statistical tie in the second round with Lula 
scoring 46 percent and Flavio 43 percent.

Back in December Lula led by 15 points.
Both men face high levels of rejection 

from voters in the sharply polarised nation.
“I don’t trust the Bolsonaro family. In 

the second round, I would vote for Flávio 
Bolsonaro because I vote for any candidate 
who opposes Lula,” said sales director Bruno 
Cayres, 38.

Critics associate Lula, who has served 
almost 12 years in office over three terms, 
with major corruption scandals and a failure 
to reign in rampant crime.

Supporters point to social welfare 
programmes, and record unemployment 
under his government.

Opinion polls have shown that crime 
and violence are the leading concerns of 

Brazilians, followed by corruption and the 
economy.

Several names were floated to lead from 
the right, including Jair’s third wife and 
former first lady of Brazil Michelle Bolsonaro 
– who faced family criticism for lukewarm 
support of her stepson, Flávio.

Seen as a market-friendly favourite, São 
Paulo governor Tarcísio de Freitas has denied 
seeking the presidency.

Candidates will be confirmed by mid-
August.

‘A great deal of humility’
Conservative lawmaker Evair de Melo 

said Flávio was “gradually introducing 
himself, including with a great deal of 
humility, acknowledging some of the mistakes 
his father may have made. This naturally 

humanises his image.”
The younger Bolsonaro, who was elected 

as a Rio de Janeiro deputy at 21, defends 
typical conservative positions, such as gun 
rights and Christian values.

During his time as a Rio legislator he was 
accused of involvement in a kickback scheme 
in which he took a portion of his aides’ 
salaries, but the case was dismissed.

A hard-liner on security issues, he stirred 
controversy when he suggested on X that the 
US could bomb boats in Rio de Janeiro to 
fight drug trafficking.

In recent speeches, Flávio has focused on 
criticising Lula’s government while defending 
his father’s legacy.

But he has tried to widen his appeal, with 
heartfelt videos on social media about issues 
affecting women, or posts about Brazilians 
going hungry.

In one post on X, he surprised many 
by using gender-inclusive language – 
discouraged by his father’s government which 
regularly slammed “gender ideology.”

Flávio’s press advisor said he would seek 
a woman running mate, possibly from the 
poor northeast – Lula’s stronghold.

Jair Bolsonaro’s term in office was 
marked by controversy – including comments 
slamming gays and demeaning women – but 
he was praised for economic reforms and 
fiscal responsibility.

His 2019-2022 presidency is also largely 
remembered for rampant deforestation in 
the Amazon, downplaying the COVID-19 
pandemic and questioning vaccines.

Flávio publicly took the COVID-19 shot.
“He is more educated, and trained 

in dealing with political elites and party 
backrooms,” said Mayra Goulart, political 
science professor at the Federal University of 
Rio de Janeiro.

Flávio did not respond to AFP requests for 
comment.         – AFP

Senator Flávio Bolsonaro, son of former President Jair Bolsonaro, attends a session of the committee 
discussing a bill that reduces the sentences of those convicted of attempted coup d’état in Brasília, on 
December 17, 2025.                        – AFP
 

Gonzalo Torrico and Luis Jaime 
Cisneros

LIMA – Peruvian author Alfredo 
Bryce Echenique, a leading figure in 
Latin American literature, has died at 
the age of 87, the government-affiliated 
House of Peruvian Literature announced 
on Tuesday.

Bryce shot to prominence with his 
1970 post-modern masterpiece, “A World 
for Julius,” a novel chronicling the lives 

of Lima’s elite that drew on his own 
charmed but lonely childhood.

The book won Peru’s National 
Literature Prize and became one of the 
country’s best-loved works of fiction.

Bryce was considered Peru’s 
greatest living author after the late 
Mário Vargas Llosa, a Nobel laureate 
who died last year.

“We mourn the passing of... Alfredo 
Bryce Echenique (1939–2026), one 
of the most representative voices of 
contemporary Peruvian literature,” the 
House of Literature said.

Born into a family of bankers and 
descended from a president, Bryce 
was raised in a world of golf clubs and 
cocktail parties that contrasted sharply 
with the lot of Peru’s indigenous and 
mixed-race majority, from which the 
family’s servants were drawn.

“Alfredo helped us discover a part of 
Lima..., of ourselves, that had to do with 
the great secrets that families keep,” 
fellow Peruvian author Alonso Cueto 
said in an interview with N television 
channel.

Peru’s presidency, on its X account, 
said “his pen... leaves an immense void 
but an eternal legacy.”

‘Famous at school’
In a 2009 interview with AFP, the 

diminutive soft-spoken author said that 
he was a born storyteller, who revelled in 
having an audience at an early age.

“My classmates would wait for me to 
tell them a story. I told them with great 
wit and irony, and I became famous at 
school,” he said.

He went into self-imposed exile in 
Europe in the 1960s to fulfill his dreams 
of becoming a writer.

“My mother would have wanted me to 
become a Peruvian Proust, she was mad 
about Proust and knew entire passages by 
heart,” he told France’s Le Monde daily 
in 2002.

His literary hero, however, was 
French writer Stendhal, for the “emotion” 
his works packed.

He lived mainly in Spain and France, 
where he wrote and taught literature 
before returning home several decades 
later to Peru.

Class and identity would remain 
leitmotifs in his many award-winning 
novels and short stories, which blended 
humour with melancholy.

They include “Don’t Wait for me in 
April” and “A Sad Guide to Paris.”

Bryce lived his final years out of the 
public eye.

He is survived by a sister. He did not 
have children.

– AFP

Peruvian writer Alfredo Bryce Echenique 
gestures during a press conference at ‘Casa de 
America’ in Madrid on December 1, 2003. – AFP 

BRASÍLIA – A top judge in Brazil ordered on 
Tuesday the closure of a probe into US business 
mogul Elon Musk’s social media platform X, ending 
a longstanding legal feud that soured US-Brazil ties.

Brazilian Supreme Court Justice Alexandre de 
Moraes opened the investigation into Musk in 2024 
by alleging “obstruction of justice” and other crimes 
over online disinformation.

According to police reports, supporters of 
Brazil’s right-wing former president Jair Bolsonaro 
used their blocked X accounts to spread alleged 
disinformation and fuel political polarisation.

Moraes, who has waged a crusade against 
disinformation, had ordered X to suspend the 
accounts of several Bolsonaro supporters accused 
of spreading disinformation and online hate speech.

Prosecutors requested the case be shelved 
after finding no evidence of “disobedience” on the 
platform’s part, but rather “operational failures” that 
were corrected. Moraes granted the request.

“No evidence was gathered to support the initial 
theory of the deliberate use of the social network X 
to attack the authority of the Brazilian judiciary,” 
Moraes said in the ruling obtained by AFP.

Moraes has played a central role in a string 
of court decisions on social media regulation and 
Bolsonaro’s sentencing to 27 years in prison for 
attempting a coup.

The judge has repeatedly incurred the ire of US 
President Donald Trump, who condemned a “witch 
hunt” against his ally Bolsonaro and imposed a raft of 
sanctions and punitive tariffs on Brazil.   – AFP, MPD

Bolsonaro brand fuels son’s rise in Brazil election polls

Peruvian literary great 
Alfredo Bryce Echenique dies at 87

Brazil closes probe 
into blocked 
X accounts
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TOKYO – Malaysia’s 
Johor Darul Ta’zim reached 
the Asian Champions 
League quarter-finals for the 

first time despite a 1-0 loss to Japan’s 
Sanfrecce Hiroshima yesterday, 
advancing 3-2 on aggregate.

Japan’s Vissel Kobe joined 
them in the last eight after beating 
South Korea’s FC Seoul 2-1 in the 
second leg for a 3-1 aggregate win.

JDT did just enough to frustrate 
Sanfrecce in a scrappy second leg 
in Hiroshima.

Kosuke Kinoshita’s 90th-
minute penalty was not enough for 
Sanfrecce, who were also looking 
to reach the quarter-finals for the 
first time.

“To suffer today, to be able to 
keep the result in a really difficult 
game, to make history for the 
team, for the club - very proud of 
everybody,” said JDT midfielder 
Nacho Mendez.

“It’s like a dream for 
everybody.”

JDT were unable to select three 
players who have been banned for 
falsifying documents to play for 

the Malaysia national team.
The players were available for 

last week’s first leg before the case 
went before the Court of Arbitration 
for Sport, which upheld the ban.

One of the players, Brazil-born 
Joao Figueiredo, started the first 
leg in Malaysia.

Kobe went into the second leg 
of their game against Seoul with a 
1-0 lead from last week’s first leg 
in South Korea.

Seoul’s Polish striker Patryk 
Klimala evened the tie 20 minutes 
in but Kobe substitute Yuya Osako 
slid home a Yoshinori Muto cross 
with just over 10 minutes to play.

Yosuke Ideguchi gave Kobe 
some breathing space with a 
second goal in the 89th minute.

The Asian Champions League 
becomes a single-leg knock-out 
competition from the quarter-finals 
onwards, with all games set to be 
played in Saudi Arabia next month.

The Asian Football Confed-
eration last week postponed last-
16 matches played by clubs in the 
Middle East after the US and 
Israeli strikes on Iran.          – AFP

PERTH – The Chinese 
women’s national football 
team arrived in Perth on 
Tuesday evening to prepare 
for its AFC Women’s Asian 

Cup quarterfinal against Chinese 
Taipei.

Before the first training session 
after arriving, players said the team 
would keep pushing in the knockout 
stage, respect every opponent and 
focus on its own game.

Yuan Cong said the win over the 
Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea (DPRK) [North Korea] in the 
final group match was important for 
confidence and “could be helpful 
for the upcoming matches.”

“No matter how many matches 
we play in Perth, we hope to return 
to Sydney for the final,” she said.

Yuan, born in 2000, joined 

Western Sydney Wanderers of 
Australia’s A-League Women in 
September 2025. In January 2026, 
she scored for the club in an away 
match in Perth.

She said she still needs to 
improve in areas such as physical 
contests and the tempo of play in 
the A-League Women, and wants 
to “proceed steadily and take one 
step at a time” to improve.

Wang Aifang, one of the young-
est players in the Chinese squad, 
said she was a little nervous in the 
first group match but then focused 
on giving her all and showing the 
energy of a young player.

“In the third match against 
DPRK, our whole team showed 
great spirit. Everyone fought hard, 
pressed actively and worked very 
well together,” Wang said.

China will play Chinese Taipei 
in the quarterfinals on Saturday. 
The teams last met in the second 
round of the women’s 2025 EAFF 
E-1 Football Championship in 
July 2025, when China won the 
game 4-2.

Wang said the overall level 
of women’s football in Asia is 
improving, but China is determined 
to keep moving forward in this 
tournament.

“We will not underestimate any 
opponent and will play our own 
game,” she said.

The tournament’s four semi-
finalists will secure qualification 
for the 2027 FIFA Women’s World 
Cup in Brazil, while the four losing 
quarterfinalists will compete in 
playoffs for the remaining two 
World Cup berths.               – Xinhua

Bayern trio Musiala, 
Davies and Urbig 
sidelined with injuries

MUNICH – Bayern 
Munich’s Jamal Musiala, 
Alphonso Davies and 
Jonas Urbig will all miss 

matches after picking up fresh 
injuries in Tuesday’s 6-1 Champions 
League win at Atalanta.

Bayern issued a statement 
confirming the injuries yesterday 
and said the trio “would be sidelined 
for the time being” without 
indicating any return dates.

Musiala and Urbig were injured 
in stoppage time while Davies, who 
came on at half-time, was subbed off 
in tears with 20 minutes remaining.

Midfielder Musiala, who missed 
the first six months of the season 
with a broken ankle, is suffering 
from an injury in the same area.

Canada captain Davies, who 
also missed the start of the season 
as he recovered from an ACL injury, 
has a hamstring strain. Goalkeeper 
Urbig is suffering from concussion.

Bayern’s big win put them in the 
box seat for the quarter-finals, with 
next week’s return leg on Tuesday.

The defending champions are 
11 points clear in the Bundesliga 
with nine games remaining and 
are through to the final four of the 
German Cup, where they take on 
Bayer Leverkusen.    – AFP

Iranian women’s football 
team member changes 
mind on asylum in 
Australia

SYDNEY – An Iranian women’s 
football team member who sought 
sanctuary in Australia has changed 
her mind after speaking with 
teammates, Home Affairs Minister 
Tony Burke said yesterday.

Seven members of Iran’s visiting 
women’s football team had claimed 
asylum in Australia after they were 
branded “traitors” at home over a 
pre-match protest.

One player and one support mem-
ber sought sanctuary before the side 

flew out of Sydney to Kuala Lumpur 
on Tuesday evening in emotional 
scenes, joining five other athletes who 
had already claimed asylum.

Burke said in parliament 
yesterday that he had since been 
advised one of the group “had 
spoken to some of the team mates 
that left and changed their mind”.

“She had been advised by her 
team mates and encouraged to contact 
the Iranian embassy,” he said.

“As a result of that it meant 
the Iranian embassy now knew the 
location of where everybody was.”

The remaining players have 
been moved from a safe house to 
another location, he said.

The travelling squad arrived in 
Malaysia early yesterday morning 
after flying out from Sydney, 
AFP photos at Kuala Lumpur 
International Airport showed.

There were fears male minders 
travelling with the team might try 
to prevent other women seeking 
asylum.

Burke said each player was 
separated from the squad at Sydney 
Airport and given time to mull the 
offer in private.

Australian officials had “made 
sure this was her decision” he said, 
referring to the Iran team member 
who had changed her mind.    – AFP

Barca blunder: Fan ends 
up at wrong St James Park

LONDON – A red-faced 
Barcelona fan was treated to a 
surprise evening of third-tier 
English football after mixing up 
Exeter’s St James Park with the 
famous home of Newcastle.

Lamine Yamal snatched a late 
1-1 draw for the Spanish champions 
at Newcastle’s St James’ Park in 
the Champions League on Tuesday, 
with the second leg of their last-16 
tie to come next week.

But the unnamed Barcelona 
supporter was not there to witness 
the drama as he was nearly 
600 kilometres away - in the 
southwestern English city of Exeter.

Instead of watching the five-
time European champions he 
witnessed League One Exeter City 
host leaders Lincoln, a match that 
ended 1-0 to the visitors.

Exeter said they had done their 
best to accommodate the wayward fan.

“One of our volunteers came 
to the office to let us know that this 
guy had turned up expecting to see 
FC Barcelona,” said Adam Spencer, 
supporter experience officer at Exeter.

“His English wasn’t great, but 
from what we could gather, he’d 
come from London. My guess is 
he’d put St James Park in his phone 
and then just followed the directions 
from there.

“He was pretty gutted and a bit 
embarrassed. So, we sorted him out 
a ticket and he got to watch a game 
at the real St James Park. He’d be 
welcome back any time.”       – AFP

Sports minister says Iran 
cannot participate in 
2026 FIFA World Cup

TEHRAN – Iranian 
Sports Minister Ahmad 
Donyamali has said that 
Iran will not participate in 

the 2026 FIFA World Cup following 
recent military strikes by the United 
States and Israel on the country, the 
German press agency dpa reported 
yesterday.

The 2026 FIFA World Cup will 
be jointly hosted by the United 
States, Mexico and Canada from 
June 11 to July 19.

Iran is placed in Group G 
alongside Belgium, New Zealand 
and Egypt, with all three of its 
group-stage matches scheduled to 
be played in the United States.

Iran was also the only nation 
absent from a planning summit for 
World Cup participants held last 
week in Atlanta.

Earlier, FIFA president Gianni 
Infantino said US President Donald 
Trump had reiterated that Iran 
would be welcome to compete in 
the 2026 FIFA World Cup in the 
United States.               – Xinhua

Chinese players vow to keep 
pushing forward at Asian Cup

Malaysia’s JDT reach Asian 
Champions League quarters

Football shorts

Arsenal’s English Arsenal’s English 
midfielder Declan Rice midfielder Declan Rice 
(right) and Arsenal’s (right) and Arsenal’s 
Ecuadorian defender Ecuadorian defender 
Piero Hincapie both Piero Hincapie both 
go for the ball during go for the ball during 
the UEFA Champions the UEFA Champions 
League, Last 16, League, Last 16, 
first-leg against first-leg against 
Bayer 04 Leverkusen Bayer 04 Leverkusen 
in Leverkusen, in Leverkusen, 
western Germany, western Germany, 
on Wednesday.  The on Wednesday.  The 
game ended 0-0. - AFPgame ended 0-0. - AFP

Manchester City and England footballer Alex Greenwood poses with her 
medal after being appointed a Member of the Order of the British Empire 
(MBE) following an investiture ceremony at Windsor Castle in Windsor, 
England yesterday.       – AFP
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Medal TableMedal Table

1 China 9 7 9 25

2 USA 6 5 3 14

3 Austria 4 1 3 8

4 Russian Federation 4 0 2 6

5 Italy 3 5 1 9

6 France 3 4 2 9

7 Ukraine 3 2 5 10

8 Norway 2 2 0 4

9 Netherlands 2 1 1 4

10 Spain 2 1 0 3

11 Sweden 2 0 3 5

12 Switzerland 2 0 1 3

13 Germany 1 4 6 11

14 Canada 1 3 6 10

15 Republic of Korea 1 2 1 4

16 Belarus 1 1 0 2

17 Czechia 0 3 0 3

18 Australia 0 1 0 1

18 Brazil 0 1 0 1

18 Finland 0 1 0 1

18 Great Britain 0 1 0 1

18 Japan 0 1 0 1

23 Slovakia 0 0 2 2

24 Kazakhstan 0 0 1 1

Order   NOC               Order   NOC               GoldGold  SilverSilver    Bronze Bronze   Total  Total

Medal TableMedal Table
Tennis

INDIAN WELLS – World number 
one Aryna Sabalenka powered into the 
Indian Wells quarter-finals on Tuesday 
with a statement 6-2, 6-4 victory over 
former champion Naomi Osaka in a 
battle of Grand Slam winners.

It was another straightforward, 
straight-sets victory for Sabalenka, 
who fired 31 winners with eight aces.

“Overall I’m happy that I put so 
much pressure on her, that I brought 
variety today on the court,” said 
Sabalenka, who mixed her booming 
groundstrokes with effective forays to 
the net.

“I think she was a little confused in 
the key moments, and I’m happy to see 
that,” Sabalenka said. “I’m happy that 
my serve worked well, on the return I 
played really great tennis.”

Sabalenka wrapped up the first set 
with two breaks of serve before Osaka 
began to find her rhythm.

But the Japanese star was unable 
to crack the serve of Sabalenka, who 
saved both break points she faced in 
the second set and grabbed a break for 
4-3 with a pair of forehand winners.

It was just the second meeting 
between the two, both four-time Grand 
Slam champions. Osaka won the first 

back in 2018 on the way to her first 
major title at the US Open.

“That’s actually crazy,” Sabalenka 
said of the fact they haven’t met more 
often. But she predicted there were 
more clashes in their future as Osaka, 
now ranked 16th, regains her momentum 
on the WTA Tour after taking off all of 
2023 and having daughter, Shai, in July 
of that year.

Sabalenka, runner-up at Indian Wells 
in 2023 and 2025, will continue her 
pursuit of a first title in the prestigious 
ATP and WTA Masters 1000 event 
against 10th-seeded Victoria Mboko.

The 19-year-old Canadian saw off 
sixth-seeded American Amanda Anisi-
mova 6-4, 6-1 to earn a shot at Sabalen-
ka, who beat her in the fourth round of 
the Australian Open.

“It was a big eye-opener playing 
her in the Australian Open,” Mboko 
said. “Hopefully I can hold my ground 
a bit more against her.”

‘Completely speechless’
Australian qualifier Talia Gibson’s 

dream run in the California desert 
continued as she belted 42 winners in 
a 7-5, 2-6, 6-1 victory over seventh-
ranked Italian Jasmine Paolini.

The 21-year-old’s first victory over 
a top-10 player propelled her into her 

first WTA quarter-final.
She’ll face 14th-ranked Czech Linda 

Noskova, who swept past Alexandra 
Eala of the Philippines 6-2, 6-0 in just 
55 minutes.

Gibson, ranked 112th, used a late break 
to pocket the first set, closing it out with 
her 18th winner of the opening frame.

Paolini sped to a 3-0 lead in the 
second as Gibson’s errors mounted and 
it looked as if the experienced Italian, 
a two-time Grand Slam finalist, had 
seized control.

But Gibson unleashed another bar-
rage of winners in the third, including 
a stinging forehand service return on 
match point.

“Honestly, just completely speech-
less,” said Gibson, who beat top-20 play-
ers Ekaterina Alexandrova and Clara 
Tauson on the way to the fourth round.

Gibson came into 2026 with just 
two WTA main-draw wins and had to 
save two match points in a qualifying 
victory just to give herself a chance to 
bag a few more at Indian Wells.

“I know that with my aggressive game, 
often I am able to create a lot of opportuni-
ties for myself in points,” she said.

“But that being said, I think I have 
surprised myself a little bit with how 
well I have been able to play for quite a 
few matches in a row.”          – AFP

Sabalenka powers past Osaka, sets 
Indian Wells QF clash with Mboko

F1

SHANGHAI – Formula One’s new 
era heads into its first sprint in Shanghai 
this weekend, with the Chinese Grand Prix 
promising a very different test to Melbourne, 
where George Russell led home a Mercedes 
one-two.

The Silver Arrows dominated the season-
opener, Russell winning from Kimi Antonelli 
and followed home by the Ferrari pair of 
Charles Leclerc and Lewis Hamilton in the 
first race under sweeping new regulations.

Lando Norris and McLaren struggled, the 
British world champion trailing home fifth 
and teammate Oscar Piastri failing to even 
start after crashing on his way to the grid.

Red Bull’s four-time champion Max 
Verstappen carved his way through the 
field to sixth after starting 20th on the grid 
following a qualifying crash.

The Shanghai International Circuit, 
unlike the Albert Park track in Melbourne, 

has one long straight and several complexes 
of turns.

It will require a different approach to 
battery deployment and energy harvesting 
in the new cars, which have a 50-50 split 
between conventional and electrical power.

But with only one practice session before 
sprint qualifying on Friday, the teams will have 
little time to hone their set-ups and strategies.

Saturday morning will see the sprint 
race over 19 laps of the 5.451km circuit and 
grand prix qualifying in the afternoon.

Sunday’s grand prix will be over 56 laps, 
and if the race in Melbourne is anything to 
go by, it could be very eventful.

“Shanghai is going to be important to 
be straight on point with deployment, with 
everything, because obviously we get only 
one practice and then we go into qualifying,” 
said Antonelli.

“The rate of development is going to be 
massive and it’s going to be important to not 
put any wrong step because the situation can 

flip very quickly.”
Leclerc agreed: “To have a sprint race so 

early on in a season like this will be a huge 
challenge for everybody. It’s going to be 
very tricky.”

Race-winner Russell said his only 
reservation about the 2026 cars was a lack 
of control when the active front wing was 
opened up under the new “straight mode”.

Introduced this season to reduce drag 
and give a boost of speed akin to the now-
defunct DRS system, Russell said it made 
the cars skittish.

‘Pretty big gap’
“The only thing I would request from the 

FIA is that the front wing doesn’t drop as 
aggressively,” said Russell.

“When we open ‘straight mode’ we will 
have lots of understeer, and when I was 
behind Charles and I was trying to duck out 
of his slipstream it was like my front wing 
wasn’t working.

“So, I think from a safety aspect that 
would make the racing safer, better. I don’t 
see a downside of doing it.”

Norris was highly critical of the new cars.
McLaren, so dominant last season, were 

off the pace all weekend in Australia.
“The gap to the guys ahead is pretty big 

and we clearly have a lot of work to do,” said 
the world champion.

Verstappen admitted Red Bull also have 
problems to address.

“I had some issues at the start with the 
battery so as soon as the clutch was dropped, 
I had no power, so that is something we need 
to understand,” said the Dutchman.

“It was a decent comeback from P20 and 
we will work as a team to close the gap further.”

New to the grid, Cadillac were 
encouraged by Sergio Perez finishing 16th on 
the team’s much-anticipated debut.

“It was great to see the Cadillac Formula 
1 Team bring its first car home,” said team 
principal Graeme Lowdon.     – AFP

China sprint race presents ‘huge challenge’ in F1’s new era

Victoria Mboko of Canada returns a shot to Amanda Anisimova of the 
United States at the BNP Paribas Open at the Indian Wells Tennis Garden 
on Tuesday in Indian Wells, California.               – AFP
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Peter Murphy
DUBLIN – When the envelopes 

are opened at the Academy Awards 
in Los Angeles, one of the few 
guarantees is that actors from 
Ireland – population just over five 
million – are increasingly likely to 
be in the frame.

Performers from the Emerald 
Isle have become regular fixtures on 
Oscar shortlists in recent years, with 
wins, nominations and breakout 
performances.

Cillian Murphy, Barry Keoghan, 
Paul Mescal and Saoirse Ronan 
are among those helping cement 
the country’s reputation as a 
powerhouse of screen acting.

Now Jessie Buckley, who has 
swept all major awards this season 
for her role as William Shakespeare’s 
wife in Chinese filmmaker Chloé 
Zhao Ting’s “Hamnet”, is poised 
to add a Best Actress Oscar to her 
collection.

Thousands of miles from Los 
Angeles the next wave of Irish 
acting talent is being shaped on 
rehearsal floors at institutions 
like The Lir Academy in Dublin’s 
docklands.

Founded in 2011 and linked 
to Trinity College Dublin, The Lir 
Academy – whose alumni include 
Mescal – admits only small cohorts 
of just 16 students each year for 
intensive conservatoire-style training.

In the rehearsal room, however, 
there is little talk of Hollywood.

The focus is on voice, movement, 
accents and classical text, which pro-
duces performers with technical con-
trol and – crucially – “authenticity”, 
Director of Actor Training Gavin 
O’Donoghue told AFP.

“One of the most important 
elements of learning here is the 
ability to be a spontaneous actor on 
stage and on screen,” O’Donoghue 
told AFP recently on a grey Dublin 

morning between classes.
“Screen acting demands 

being rooted in emotional and 
psychological truth, and Irish actors 
do that really well.”

Theatre-first tradition
The foundational skills taught 

at The Lir Academy are reinforced 
by Ireland’s wider theatre-first 
tradition in which actors often do 
stage before screen.

Ireland’s tradition of playwrights 
– from J.M. Synge who helped 
set up Dublin’s Abbey Theatre in 
1899 to Martin McDonagh whose 
film “Banshees of Inisherin” was 
nominated for a raft of Oscars in 2023 
– underpins the acting culture from 
which many screen stars emerge.

At the Abbey, Ireland’s national 
showcase, actors perform in intimate 
auditoriums where language and 
psychological detail are paramount, 
according to its artistic director 

Caitriona McLaughlin.
“There is something about 

having to perform live in the 
moment that makes screen actors 
who come through Irish theatres 
exciting to watch,” she said.

“Irish actors have it all,” 
McLaughlin told AFP as she kept 
an eye on last rehearsals for an 
upcoming centenary revival of Sean 
O’Casey’s 1926 Irish classic “The 
Plough and the Stars”.

“They have a strong connection 
with words so can play into the 
psychology of a character, they 
are physical, energetic, and have a 
great capacity for humour as well as 
drama,” she said.

Irish actors’ “vocal quality” that 
allows them to excel at accents like 
British and American and “lose 
themselves in the character” also 
makes them unique, according to 
McLaughlin.

Actors like Andrew Scott – 

who honed his craft at the Abbey 
– Saoirse Ronan, and Cillian 
Murphy of “Peaky Blinders” fame, 
can easily play British or American 
roles due to their aptitude for 
accents, she said.

Talent spotted early
Opportunities for young actors 

to build careers at home before 
Hollywood comes calling are also 
a factor in the current success, said 
state film-funder Screen Ireland’s 
marketing head Louise Ryan.

The group supports debut shorts 
and features, allowing young actors 
to lead films and develop their craft, 
and also promotes Ireland as a film 
location, Ryan told AFP at the Irish 
Film Institute in Dublin.

“You can get 360-degrees 
experience with lead roles in 
indigenous films, and in parallel get 
a part in a big-budget TV show shot 
here like “Wednesday” which helps 
you get those international breaks,” 
she said.

Ireland’s small scale also means 
directors, casting agents and actors 
know one another, with talent spotted 
early and word travelling fast.

“It is easier to break talent here 
as streaming shows like ‘House of 
Guinness’ and ‘Say Nothing’ are 
casting largely from the Irish pool,” 
Dublin-based casting director 
Maureen Hughes told AFP.

According to the Abbey’s 
McLaughlin, Ireland has always had 
the talent “right from the formation 
of this theatre”, but the difference 
now is that the world is looking.

“This brilliant wave of talent 
is being exposed nationally and 
internationally,” she said.        – AFP

New generation of Irish actors harness talent for global stardom

Drama students rehearse at The Lir Academy in Dublin last month. – AFP 

Drama students rehearse at The Lir Academy in Dublin last month. – AFP 

LOS ANGELES – A woman 
alleged to have shot up the luxury 
Los Angeles home of global 
megastar Rihanna was charged on 
Tuesday with attempted murder.

Prosecutors in the city said 
Ivanna Lisette Ortiz, 35, had 
opened fire at the sprawling estate 
on Sunday.

Aerial footage after the attack 
showed bullet holes in a gate 
at the property, which Rihanna 
shares with rapper A$AP Rocky 
and the couple’s three children.

Ortiz, who is from Florida, 
has previously been involuntarily 
committed and lost custody 

of her then 10-year-old child, 
entertainment news outlet TMZ 
reported.

A Facebook page that appears 
to belong to her includes a number 
of videos and posts that refer to 
celebrities including Rihanna, 
Kim Kardashian and Cardi B.

One post tags Rihanna, whom 
she challenged “to say something 
to me directly instead of sneaking 
around like you talking to me 
where I’m not at.”

In another video, she claims 
Rihanna wants to kill her.

Ortiz was charged with one 
count of attempted murder, 

10 counts of assault with a 
semiautomatic firearm, two 
counts of shooting at an inhabited 
dwelling and one count of 
shooting at an inhabited vehicle.

She was ordered to be held 
on US$1.875 million bail and 
instructed to have no contact with 
the Barbados-born singer.

Ortiz is next expected to 
appear in court on March 25.

Police officers previously 
said an AR-15-style assault rifle 
was used in the incident, which 
happened in the middle of day 
on Sunday while Rihanna was 
reportedly in the home.       – AFP

SYDNEY – Australian designer 
Katie Perry has won the right to sell 
clothes under her name, claiming 
victory yesterday in a years-
long trademark spat with US pop 
megastar Katy Perry.

Designer Katie Perry accused 
her far more famous namesake of 
trademark infringement, arguing 
she had claimed the “Katie Perry” 

brand before the singer became a 
global sensation.

But songstress Katy Perry said 
her music had already gone “viral” 
as the designer started selling clothes 
around 2008, and sought to have the 
Australian trademark scrubbed out.

An Australian court agreed with 
the singer, ruling in 2024 the clothing 
trademark should be cancelled.

But Australia’s High Court has 
now ruled in favour of the local 
designer on appeal, finding there 
was unlikely to be any risk of 
“confusion” between the two.

A representative for the singer 
told AFP that despite the legal 
action she “has never sought to close 
down” the Australian business.

– AFP

Katie Perry wins trademark spat 
against Katy Perry

Rihanna mansion shooter charged 
with attempted murder

French-American actor Timothée Chalamet (left) and US film director Josh Safdie 
pose upon arrival on the red carpet for the screening of their film “Marty Supreme” 
in Beijing on Tuesday. “Marty Supreme” is a 2025 US sports comedy-drama film 
directed by Safdie. Set in the 1950s, it stars Chalamet as table tennis player Marty 
Mauser and follows his quest to become world champion.              – AFP 
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Czech Republic Vaclav Hecko 

fights with Canada’s Vincent 
Boily during the ice hockey 
match between Czech Republic 
and Canada at the Milano 
Cortina 2026 Paralympic 
Winter Games in Milan, Italy on 
Tuesday.              – AFP

Audrey Pascual Seco of 
Spain competes during the 
para alpine skiing women’s 
combined sitting event at the 
Milan-Cortina 2026 Paralympic 
Winter Games in Cortina 
d’Ampezzo, Italy, on Tuesday. 

– Xinhua

Neil Simpson (top) and his 
guide Rob Poth of Britain 
compete during the Para Alpine 
Skiing Men’s Alpine Combined 
Vision Impaired event at the 
Milan-Cortina 2026 Paralympic 
Winter Games in Cortina 
d’Ampezzo, Italy, on Tuesday. 

– Xinhua

A guide and the athlete prepare 
for the alpine skiing combined 
event during the Milano Cortina 
2026 Paralympic Winter Games 
in Cortina d’Ampezzo, Italy on 
Tuesday.               – AFP

Derek Zaplotinsky (left) of 
Canada shakes hands with 
Mao Zhongwu of China after 
the final of the men’s 10km 
interval start sitting of Para 
Cross-Country Skiing at the 
Milan-Cortina 2026 Paralympic 
Winter Games in Tesero, Italy, 
yesterday.       – Xinhua

Zebastian Modin (bottom) 
of Sweden is helped up by 
his guide Emli Talsi after the 
men’s 10km interval start 
classic Vision Impaired of Para 
Cross-Country Skiing at the 
Milan-Cortina 2026 Paralympic 
Winter Games in Tesero, Italy, 
yesterday.        – Xinhua
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