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China posts resilient H1 growth as 
15th Five-Year Plan gets underway

While geopolitical tensions and trade frictions continue to 
weigh on the global economy, China posted steady growth in 
the first half (H1) of 2026. 

 – Story on p. 7

Crowds cross Gibraltar-Spain 
frontier as border controls vanish

GIBRALTAR – A steady stream of pedestrians and 
vehicles crossed the border between Spain and Gibraltar 
yesterday as an agreement allowing free movement across 
the frontier came into force.            –  Story on p. 11

Why does Brazil’s PIX payment 
system bother Trump?

Whether buying a chilled coconut at the beach or paying 
rent, Brazil’s free PIX system has become the dominant way 
of making payments in Latin America’s largest economy, 
with just a smartphone.     – Story on p. 12 

Tony Wong
The second phase of the government’s 

ongoing ‘Tourism and Leisure Buses’ pro-
gramme will start tomorrow, introducing four 
new routes designed to encourage visitors to 
explore local neighbourhoods. Operated by 
the local tourism sector, the new routes will run 
from two major tourist landmarks to eight loca-
tions across the city, including Fai Chi Kei.

Officially named ‘Tourism and Leisure 
Buses: Exploring Community Charms’, the free 
shuttle bus scheme was launched in late April 
this year. With the introduction of the second 
phase tomorrow, the programme has now been 
extended to run until January 3 next year.

Combined with the 10 existing 
routes operated by the city’s six gaming 
concessionaires, the programme will offer a 
total of 14 routes starting tomorrow.

While the 10 existing routes cover nine 
stops in various neighbourhoods, the four new 
routes will serve eight stops. Seven of these 
overlap the existing routes, alongside a newly 
established stop in Fai Chi Kei. Consequently, 
the 14 routes will cover 10 community stops 
in total.

During the summer holiday period this 
month and next, the 14 routes will operate 
on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays. From 

September, the service will run on Saturdays 
and Sundays, as well as during the National 
Day, Christmas, and New Year’s Day public 
holidays. Each route will run six trips per day, 
with departures every 60 minutes.

The programme is jointly managed by the 
Economic and Technological Development 
Bureau (DSEDT), the Macao Government 
Tourism Office (MGTO), and the Gaming 
Inspection and Coordination Bureau (DICJ). 

It is supported by four other public entities: 
the Transport Bureau (DSAT), the Public 
Security Police Force (PSP), the Municipal 
Affairs Bureau (IAM), and the Cultural 
Affairs Bureau (IC).

Officials from the seven public entities 
announced the second phase during a press 
conference yesterday. The event was held at 
the newly established bus stop outside the Trust 
Leisure Garden residential estate in southern 
Fai Chi Kei, near the Lam Mau Tong area.

Since its launch in late April, the programme 
has leveraged the free shuttle bus resources of 
the six gaming operators. Specifically, select 
trips on existing shuttle routes running between 
Cotai and the peninsula now stop at various 
community locations, aiming to direct visitors to 
different districts and boost the local economy.

Officials at yesterday’s press conference 
noted that the second phase aims to further 
support Macau’s community economic 
development by expanding the network of free 
shuttle buses serving local neighbourhoods.

Two of the four new routes will depart from 
Rua do Cunha in Taipa, while the other two 
will depart from the UNESCO World Heritage-
listed Ruins of St Paul’s. The new routes will 
be operated by local travel agencies.

Continued on p.5

‘Tourism and Leisure Buses’ 2nd 
phase to start tomorrow

4 new routes to run from Rua do Cunha in Taipa and Ruins of St Paul’s to 8 community locations

SHANGHAI – President Xi Jinping 
called for advancing high-quality urban 
renewal yesterday during an inspection trip 
to Shanghai.

Xi, also general secretary of the 
Communist Party of China (CPC) Central 
Committee and chairman of the Central 
Military Commission, stressed the need 
to fully embrace the people-centered 
philosophy of urban development.

Urban renewal initiatives should be 
carried out in a thorough, meticulous and 
effective manner in a bid to continuously 
enhance the people’s sense of fulfillment, 
happiness and security, he said.

In Huangpu District, Xi visited a 
residential community, where four buildings 
originally built in the 1950s have been 
renovated and upgraded, significantly 
improving residents’ living conditions.

He stressed that the Party Central 
Committee attaches great importance to 
urban development and has pledged to build 
modernized cities for the people, with the 
renovation of old residential communities as 
an important part of that effort.

At the home of a retired resident, Xi 
looked closely at the living conditions and 
said that the CPC is dedicated to serving 
the people, and only when the people live 
in peace and contentment can the Party and 
the government rest assured. He expressed 
the hope that retirees could make the most of 
retirement and lead even better family lives.

Xi then visited a community fresh 
produce stall to inspect the supply of fruits 
and vegetables. He stressed the importance 
of improving community governance and 
building well-equipped communities and 
convenient living circles.                – Xinhua

Xi stresses high-quality urban renewal in Shanghai inspection trip

President Xi Jinping (front), also general secretary of the Communist Party of China (CPC) Central 
Committee and chairman of the Central Military Commission, visits a residential community in 
Shanghai’s Huangpu District yesterday. Xi paid an inspection trip to Shanghai yesterday.        – Xinhua 

This photo taken yesterday shows one of the “Tourism and Leisure Buses” programme’s buses parked 
outside the Trust Leisure Garden residential estate in Fai Chi Kei.          – Photo: Tony Wong
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v  Macau  Weather
MAINLY CLOUDY. 
SHOWERS, HEAVY AT FIRST. 
A FEW THUNDERSTORMS. 
FORCE 3 TO 5 SOUTH TO 
SOUTHWESTERLY WINDS WITH 
GUSTS. 
RELATIVE HUMIDITY 
WILL RANGE BETWEEN 
80% AND 98%.

25ºC~29ºC
Source: SMG
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Armindo Neves
The four-day 2026 ITTF World 

Para Future will conclude today in 
Nakhon Ratchasima, northeastern 
Thailand, where Macau paddler U 
Choi Hong, 58, clinched a bronze 
in the Women’s Singles Class 7, 
according to an online report by 
Macau Sports Weekly yesterday.

According to the ITTF official 
website, the event, which serves 
as an ITTF Para Table Tennis 
ranking tournament, attracted 
over 260 athletes from 37 
countries worldwide, all vying 
for qualification points towards 
the Asian Para Games and the 
Paralympic Games.

According to chatbot Gemini, 
Class 7 belongs to the standing 
division and is designated for 
players with severe impairments. 
Players in this class typically have 
severe impairments in both legs 
(significantly affecting static and 
dynamic balance, and limiting 
quick lateral movement); or 
severe to moderate impairment of 
the playing arm (the hand or arm 

holding the bat); or a combination 
of moderate to severe impairments 
in both arms and legs (such as 

severe hemiplegia, cerebral palsy, 
unilateral motor dysfunction, or 
bilateral arm amputations). 

Macau paddler clinches bronze in Thailand

Bronze medal winner, Macau paddler U Choi Hong (second from right) poses with 
medal winners from other countries and regions at the contest venue of 2026 ITTF 
World Para Future at Nakhon Ratchasima, northeastern Thailand.

 – Photo courtesy of ITTF

Commentary by Manuel Silvério*

Sports Medicine: More 
Than Treating Injuries

Sports medicine requires a 
clearer, more structured and more 
integrated direction. The new 
Sports Medicine Centre currently 
being built by the Sports Bureau 
represents an important investment 
for Macau. However, for this 
investment to achieve its full 
potential, it must be supported by 
a stable, regulated and functional 
cooperation mechanism with the 
rehabilitation services of Conde de 
São Januário Hospital, while also 
maintaining regular exchanges 
with specialised institutions in 
order to strengthen its technical and 
scientific credibility.

Such cooperation should not 
depend on temporary arrangements, 
nor should it fluctuate according 
to changing interpretations of each 
institution’s role. It makes little 
sense to claim at one moment 
that sports medicine exists solely 
to serve athletes and, at another, 
that it should serve all citizens 
indiscriminately, without a clear 
institutional framework. What is 
required is a well-defined mission, 
complementary functions and long-
term mechanisms for cooperation.

In addition to collaboration 
with the public hospital, regular 
exchanges should be established 
with local and international 
organisations working in sports 
medicine, exercise physiology, 
rehabilitation, applied research and 
technical training. After nearly 30 
years of experience in this field, 
sports medicine within the Sports 
Bureau should now enter a new 
phase characterised by greater 
credibility, stronger professional 
capacity and wider engagement 
with the scientific community.

If properly coordinated, the new 
centre could play an important role 
not only in supporting competitive 
sport but also in prevention, 
functional recovery and the 
promotion of physical activity. 
Macau faces challenges linked 
to population ageing, sedentary 
lifestyles and the growing incidence 
of musculoskeletal problems 
associated with modern working 
conditions and insufficient exercise. 
In this context, sports medicine 
should not be viewed merely as a 
tool for sporting performance, but 
also as an important contributor to 
public health and quality of life.

The new Sports Medicine Centre 

should not become simply another 
facility dedicated primarily to 
physiotherapy and injury treatment. 
Macau already has a number of 
private providers offering such 
services. Its mission should be 
different: it should become a 
specialised platform for prevention, 
technical guidance, applied research 
and the connection between health, 
sport and the community.

If it succeeds in working 
closely with the Islands Healthcare 
Complex, training and research 
networks, and other institutions in 
the fields of health, education, social 
services and sport, the new centre 
could evolve from a supporting 
facility into a strategic asset for 
the Macao Special Administrative 
Region.

Within this framework, greater 
attention should also be given 
to recruiting and developing 
professionals specialising in sports 
medicine, exercise physiology, 
functional recovery and related 
fields. Macau already has young 
residents who have received training 
in these areas, yet opportunities for 
professional development within 
the local sports and health sectors 
remain limited. The new centre 
could therefore serve an additional 
purpose: making better use of 
local talent, developing specialist 
knowledge and strengthening 
community-based services in 
prevention, rehabilitation and health 
promotion.

The six integrated tourism 
and leisure enterprises currently 
operate resorts, fitness centres and 
increasingly sophisticated physical 
training facilities. These facilities 
can also create new opportunities 
for professionals working in sports 
medicine, physical conditioning, 
functional recovery and health 
promotion. Better integration 
between education, the private 
sector and sports development 
would allow Macau to make more 
effective use of the human resources 
it already possesses.

From Entertainment 
Activities to Social 
Investment

Sport should be understood 
as an integrated system. Sporting 
performance, public health, public 
investment and social return all 
form part of the same development 
equation.

The example of Hong Kong 
deserves attention. Through its 
charitable trust, the Hong Kong Jockey 

Sports Medicine Must Go Beyond the Treatment of Injuries
Club has consistently supported 
projects related to public health, 
community sport, sports science and 
sports medicine, in partnership with 
universities, hospitals and social 
service organisations. This goes 
beyond sponsorship; it represents a 
form of social investment.

Macau does not need to 
replicate this model exactly, but 
it can certainly learn valuable 
lessons from it. Institutions with 
significant financial capacity and 
strong links to the entertainment 
industry can also contribute to 
the development of long-term 
mechanisms for prevention, 
training, health promotion and 
talent development. In this context, 
the role of the six integrated tourism 
and leisure enterprises need not be 
limited to organising major events. 
Consideration could be given to 
more direct support for strategic 
sports such as football, basketball 
and motorsport.

Through support for local clubs 
and sporting structures, it would be 
possible to facilitate more regular 
participation in competitions outside 
Macau. Participation in football or 
basketball leagues in Hong Kong 
or the Chinese mainland, as well as 
motorsport championships in Japan, 
Malaysia and other competitive 
markets, could represent a 
qualitative leap forward.

Such participation would 
help raise competitive standards, 
create more demanding training 
environments and provide athletes 
with regular exposure to higher 
levels of competition. In many 
cases, the main limitation is not a 
lack of talent but rather a lack of 
consistent opportunities to compete 
at a higher level.

For a city of Macau’s size, regular 
participation in competitions abroad 
should form part of its development 

strategy. More important than 
securing media exposure through 
major events is creating an effective 
link between private investment, 
international visibility and the 
actual development of sporting 
disciplines.

Major events should not be 
merely temporary showcases. They 
should generate structural benefits, 
particularly in the areas of coach 
education, youth athlete preparation, 
technical exchange and the creation 
of sustainable opportunities for 
long-term growth.

Building a System: Sport, 
Health and Social Cohesion

Macau today possesses 
conditions that did not exist in the 
past. It has financial resources, 
infrastructure, institutional partners 
and regional connectivity. What is 
still lacking is a coherent framework 
capable of bringing these elements 
together into a genuine development 
system.

Such coordination should be 
based on clear objectives: improv-
ing youth development, strength-
ening the relationship between 
sport and public health, creating 
more opportunities for training and 
employment in areas such as man-
agement, coaching, event organ-
isation, sports medicine, applied 
research and support services, and 
making more efficient use of exist-
ing public and private facilities.

For many young people in 
Macau, sport still offers limited 
prospects for long-term profession-
al or technical development. More 
effective links between education, 
sports medicine, clubs, events, man-
agement and regional cooperation 
could open up new pathways for 
training and employment.

Despite increasing digitalisation 
and easier access to information, 

many young people gradually dis-
engage from sport when they move 
from school to higher education or 
enter the labour market. The chal-
lenge is not merely to attract more 
participants, but to establish stable 
transition mechanisms connecting 
schools, clubs, universities and 
professional life.

Macau remains a relatively 
harmonious and safe community. 
Preserving this quality of life 
will also require more structured 
investment in the physical, social 
and emotional well-being of its 
residents.

When sport ceases to be viewed 
merely as an occasional activity or 
a major event and becomes part of 
a long-term development strategy, it 
can help strengthen social cohesion, 
promote healthier lifestyles, 
increase collective confidence 
and contribute to positive social 
stability. It can also encourage 
healthy habits, enhance self-esteem 
and provide meaningful goals for 
young people, working adults and 
older citizens alike.

More important than 
multiplying isolated activities is the 
creation of a coherent, stable and 
sustainable model that links health, 
education, employment, community 
development and quality of life.

For a city the size of Macau, 
the real challenge is not to create 
more structures, but to ensure 
that the structures already in 
place work together effectively. 
Otherwise, Macau may continue 
to organise numerous activities 
while struggling to achieve truly 
sustainable development. 

*Independent sports analyst and 
regional development consultant. 
Former public sports administrator 
with extensive international 
experience in public policy and 
sports development. 



Armindo Neves
The Commission Against Corrup-

tion (CCAC) announced in a statement 
yesterday that it has uncovered a fraud 
scheme at a continuing education cen-
tre, which targeted subsidies from the 
Education and Youth Development 
Bureau’s (DSEDJ) Continuing Educa-
tion Development Plan

According to the statement, an 
investigation showed that between 
July 2024 and July 2025 the centre 
ran a raft of subsidised courses. The 
two individuals in charge of the centre 
offered cash rebates equivalent to half 
of the total tuition fees to entice over 
40 residents to enrol, the statement 
said, adding that some of them even 
took their family members’ identity 
cards without telling them in order to 
register them for the courses and obtain 
the cash rebates.

The investigation also discovered 

that more than half of the enrolled 
residents did not attend any classes, 
the statement said, adding that the 
two individuals in charge of the centre 
had also told those who signed up that 
there was no need to actually attend the 
lessons.

According to the statement, the 
cases involving the 42 suspects have 
meanwhile been transferred to the 
Public Prosecutions Office (MP), 
each facing charges of computer 
forgery, fraud, and using other people’s 
identification documents for illicit 
purposes. 

Meanwhile, the Education and 
Youth Development Bureau announced 
in a follow-up statement that it is “highly 
concerned” about the case, which led the 
bureau to introduce further measures for 
its 2026-2029 “Continuing Education 
Development Plan”.

According to the statement, for 

learners with poor attendance rates, a 
“pay first, claim later” system has been 
adopted: only those with an attendance 
rate of 70 percent or above may apply 
for the reimbursement of subsidies. 
The measures aim to safeguard and 
monitor learners’ attendance, the 
statement said. 
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Armindo Neves
Caritas Macau hosted a press conference yesterday at 

its services centre in Zone A to announce that the Macau 
Abilympics* will be hosted next month at the University of 
Saint Joseph (USJ) and the Macao University of Tourism 
(UTM).

According to a statement released during the press 
conference, the competition features 14 categories, 
including floral arrangement, cake decorating, hand knitting, 
manicure, dressmaking, tailoring, outdoor photography, and 
English word processing. The aim is to provide a platform 
for people with disabilities to showcase their professional 
skills and creativity, the statement said.

Caritas Macau Secretary-General Paul Pun Chi Meng 
said in a speech that shortlisted contestants who pass the 
assessment will have the opportunity to take part in the 
11th International Abilympics, to be held in Finland in May 
2027.

The statement noted that the International Abilympics, 
also known as the “Skills Olympics for people with 
disabilities”, is held every four years and attracts participants 
from more than 50 countries and regions.

Pun said that over the past three editions, the Macau 
delegation has accumulated a total of two silver medals, two 
bronze medals, two merit awards, and two special awards.

Labour Affairs Bureau (DSAL) Deputy Director Chan 
Tze Wai said in a speech that the competition categories are 
closely aligned with real-world occupations, covering areas 
such as everyday practical applications, creative design, 
and administrative support. These categories, she said, can 
help participants improve their technical skills and mental 
resilience, while also promoting wider social acceptance of 
the abilities of people with disabilities.

Speaking to reporters on the sidelines of the event, Pun 
pointed out that the competition is not only a test of skills, 
but also a demonstration of perseverance and the spirit of 
inclusion. He mentioned that Caritas had recently launched 
a cake shop on Rua Nova de S. Lázaro (瘋堂新街), allowing 
people with disabilities to put their learning into practice in a 
real working environment and interact with the community. In 
the future, Caritas plans to open more social enterprise shops, 
including bakeries, to expand employment opportunities for 
people with disabilities. 

* The term Abilympics – a portmanteau of “Ability” 
and “Olympics” – refers to a quadrennial vocational 
skills competition specifically designed for persons with 
disabilities and special needs. Often described as the 
“Olympics of Abilities,” it serves as a global platform 
to showcase and benchmark the professional, technical, 
and creative talents of disabled individuals. The concept 
originated in Japan in 1972, where the first national 
“Olympics of Abilities” was held. To commemorate the 
United Nations International Year of Disabled Persons, the 
first International Abilympics took place in Tokyo in 1981.  
Today, the global movement is governed by the International 
Abilympic Federation (IAF).  – Gemini  

Macau Abilympics 
aims to showcase 

professional skills & 
creativity of people 

with disabilities

Caritas Macau Secretary-General Paul Pun Chi Meng speaks to 
reporters at the Catholic social welfare organisation’s services 
centre in Zone A yesterday.    – Photo: Armindo Neves

Khalel Vallo
More than 400 secondary and 

university students took part in this 
year’s Greater Bay Area (GBA) 
essay competition, with organisers 
encouraging young people to align their 
career aspirations with the region’s 
future development during an award 
ceremony and youth forum. 

The awards ceremony was part of 
the “7th Macau Greater Bay Area Youth 
Development Forum”, organised by 
the Macau Greater Bay Area Youth 
Development Association held at the 
public Macao Polytechnic University 
(MPU) in Zape yesterday. 

Addressing the ceremony, Macau 
Youth Greater Bay Area Development 
Association President Harry Lai 
Meng San said that this year’s essay 
competition adopted the theme “My 
Ideal Career in the Greater Bay Area”, 
aiming to encourage young people to 
consider how they can integrate their 
personal strengths with the region’s 
development opportunities. 

Lai said that the competition 
received more than 400 entries across 
junior secondary, senior secondary 

and university categories, adding that 
the association hopes to help Macau’s 
youth seize opportunities arising from 
the nation’s development plans while 
contributing to the city’s economic 
diversification and the GBA’s high-
quality development. 

Senior secondary school champion 
Fung Hei Lam from the Premier School 
Affiliated to Hou Kong Middle School 
said that the competition changed her 
perspective on pursuing literature. “For 
me, what is more precious than winning 
an award is the change that this creation 
has brought to me. I clearly realised 
that literature is not a useless point, 
but a bridge between tradition and 
modernity, Macau and the Greater Bay 
Area, technology and people”, Fung 
said. Drawing inspiration from Chinese 
culture and social media experience 
cards*, Fung said her essay explored 
the possibility of becoming a cultural 
ambassador in the GBA, encouraging 
fellow students not to be constrained by 
stereotypes. “A career is not defined by 
a label, but by action”, Fung said.

Meanwhile, university category 
winner Chan Yun Ting from MPU said 

that writing the essay prompted her to 
reflect on Macau’s role within the GBA. 
“Macau is not only a geographical 
concept, but also a stage with infinite 
possibilities”, Chan said, noting that 
integrating with the GBA is “a real-life 
topic” closely linked to young people’s 
studies, careers and future choices. 

Chan added that Macau’s “1+4” 
strategy for appropriate economic 
diversification provides a clear direction 
for career planning and pledged to 
contribute to the country’s future 
development.

Organisers said they will continue 
promoting youth exchanges and devel-
opment opportunities, helping Macau’s 
younger generation play a greater role 
in the GBA while supporting the city’s 
long-term economic diversification.

The competition was limited to 
Chinese-language essays. 

*A social media experience card 
is a standardised web component 
designed to display dynamic previews 
of web pages when a Uniform Resource 
Locator (URL) is shared across 
social media platforms like LinkedIn, 
Facebook, and X. – Gemini 

GBA essay competition honours 
Macau students 

Greater Bay Area (GBA) essay competition senior secondary school champion Fung Hei Lam from the Premier School Affiliated to Hou Kong 
Middle School (left) and university category winner Chan Yun Ting from the Macao Polytechnic University (MPU) address the awards ceremony 
on the public university’s campus in Zape yesterday.                     – Photos: Khalel Vallo

CCAC busts learning centre for 
defrauding govt subsidies

This image downloaded from the 
Commission Against Corruption (CCAC) 
website yesterday shows its official logo.



Rui Pastorin
At the Youth Artist Exhibition Room of 10 Fantasia 

gallery, ethereal and realistic depictions of Macau are 
simultaneously being showcased by local artist and designer 
Josephine Ng (吳珊芳) in her latest exhibition “Void and 
Substance”, where about 30  works are on display.

Organised by the Macau Youth Art Association in 
conjunction with the Macau Artist Society and the gallery, 
the exhibition comprises paintings that were created 
between 2024 and 2026 using two mediums: watercolours 
and oils, with each highlighting a specific purpose.

Watercolours, which make up a majority of the display, 
is what the artist uses to depict “void”. As noted in the artist’s 
exhibition statement, she uses the medium’s lightness and 

softness to create ethereal scenes rather than realistic scenes 
or using fine contours.

The statement pointed out that the medium is especially 
adept at presenting “void”, adding that “between gentle 
washes and soft blurs, the brush feels light and hazy”. 
Under her careful hand, Ng painted a variety of places 
around Macau from its tourist attractions to city streets and 
corners to even people and cats.

The idea of substance is meanwhile emphasised through 
oils for its solid textures and “layers of accumulated depth”, 
the statement said, noting that this medium’s colours, 
texture and tangibility are used to emphasise the reality 
and contours found in daily life.  “Architectural surfaces, 
the gradations of light and shadow, and the true forms of 

objects are rendered with careful precision”, the statement 
underlined.

Among her oils showcased are several portraits, flora 
and a landscape of Macau at night.

Ng is described by the statement as an artist who sees 
beauty in daily life and a designer who “loves the beauty 
of simplicity”. Most of her works are mainly created using 
watercolour, quick sketches, oil painting, and ink wash, the 
statement added. She currently works as an art director at 
an education centre.

One can visit the free admission exhibition until August 
30 from 11:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. from Tuesday to Sunday. It 
is closed on Mondays. The gallery is located on Calçada da 
Igreja de S. Lázaro (瘋堂斜巷).
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-Photos taken yesterday by Rui Pastorin

Reality, ethereality coincide at ‘Void and Substance’Reality, ethereality coincide at ‘Void and Substance’
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Rui Pastorin
Selected architectural works 

by He Jingtang and his team are 
exhibited at Albergue SCM’s A2 
gallery, with the event having 
kicked off last night and running 
through August 13.

Titled “Place, Culture, 
Time – Design for High-quality 
Development in China, Selected 
Architectural Works by He Jingtang 
and his team”, the exhibition 
is jointly organised by CAC – 
Círculo dos Amigos da Cultura de 
Macau, Federation of Guangdong 
Academicians and Architectural 
Design & Research Institute of 
SCUT Co.

Through exhibits like models, 
pictures and descriptive texts, the 
architectural works and academic 
milestones by architect and 
academician He, who was born in 
Dongguan in 1938 and has received 
a variety of national honours, and 
his team are highlighted.

As noted in yesterday’s 
exhibition information, He is 
an architect and member of the 
Chinese Academy of Engineering. 
The statement added that he serves 
as the honorary dean of the School 
of Architecture at South China 

University of Technology and 
chief architect of the Institute of 
Architectural Design and Research, 
apart from being also a professor 
and doctoral supervisor.

Among his works, as listed 
on his Wikipedia page, are the 
wrestling and badminton venues 
built for the 2008 Beijing Olympics 
and the University of Macau (UM) 
campus in Hengqin, which was 
completed in 2013.

Last night’s opening event 

was attended by guests from 
Guangzhou and Macau, among 
which were representatives of the 
local government. He was also at 
yesterday’s event to present and 
introduce the exhibits.

In all, the exhibition aims to 
“promote architectural art and 
culture, while creating a platform for 
mutual exchange and enrichment” 
between Macau and the Chinese 
mainland, according to yesterday’s 
exhibition information. 

Architect and academician He Jingtang speaks with guests prior to the start of last 

night’s opening ceremony at Albergue SCM.                        – Photos: Rui Pastorin

The exhibits are showcased at the A2 Gallery of Albergue SCM

New Albergue SCM exhibition spotlights 
He Jingtang & team

Khalel Vallo
According to a statement by the 

Municipal Affairs Bureau (IAM) 
yesterday, the dog park on Avenida 
da Ponte da Amizade (“Friendship 
Bridge Avenue”) temporarily closes 
from today as the bureau begins a 
major upgrade aimed at improving 
facilities for dogs and their owners. 

The bureau said that the dog 
park has been in use for many 
years and some of its facilities 
have deteriorated, prompting the 
improvement project, the statement 
said, highlighting that the upgrade 
will include expanding the park’s 
area, replacing dog play equipment, 
installing a dog washing station 
and adding more shade facilities 

to create a safer, more comfortable 
and convenient environment for 
visitors. 

The upgrades are expected 
to take around 90 working days 
to complete, the statement said, 
pointing out that during the revamp, 
the dog park will remain closed 
and the access route leading to its 
entrance will also be temporarily 
blocked.

The bureau urged canine lovers 
to use the dog park near Estrada 
do Reservatório (“Reservoir 
Road”), which is open daily from 
7:00 a.m. to midnight, while 
the Friendship Bridge facility 
undergoes renovation, the statement 
concluded. 

Dog park on Avenida da Ponte 
da Amizade temporarily 

closes for upgrades

This undated handout photo provided by the Municipal Affairs Bureau (IAM) 

yesterday shows the the dog park on Avenida da Ponte da Amizade.

‘Tourism and Leisure Buses’ 2nd phase 
to start tomorrow

Continued from p.1
According to a statement 

released at the press conference, 
the four new routes are:

Zape Line: Departs from Rua 
do Cunha, stopping at the Kun Iam 
Statue Waterfront Leisure Area in 
Nape before terminating at Rua de 
Xangai in Zape.

Barra & Anim’Arte Nam Van 
Line: Departs from Rua do Cunha, 
stopping at Barra before terminating 
at Anim’Arte Nam Van.

Patane Food Court & Fai Chi 
Kei Line: Departs from the Ruins 
of St Paul’s, stopping at the Patane 
Municipal Market Complex 
(where the Patane Food Court is 
located) before terminating at the 

Trust Leisure Garden estate in Fai 
Chi Kei.

Rotunda de Carlos da Maia & Iao 
Hon Line: Departs from the Ruins 
of St Paul’s, stopping at Rotunda de 
Carlos da Maia (commonly known 
as Three Lamps) before terminating 
at Rua Seis do Bairro Iao Hon.

Officials concluded that, 
alongside the 10 existing routes 
run by the city’s six integrated 
resort enterprises between the 
peninsula and Cotai, the initiative 
now forms a core community 
tourism network consisting of 14 
routes, 10 community stops, and 
two major tourist hubs.

Officials also said that since the 
programme’s launch in late April, 

some 20,000 passengers have so far 
used its free shuttle bus services, 
underlining that the programme 
has been able to divert visitors to 
community neighbourhoods and 
boost spending there.

The nine community stops 
served by the six gaming operators’ 
10 existing routes (five round trips 
between their resorts in Cotai and 
the ones in the peninsula) are at the 
Macau Grand Prix Museum, Rua 
de Xangai, the Kun Iam Statue 
Waterfront Leisure Area, Rua 
Seis do Bairro Iao Hon, Rotunda 
de Carlos da Maia, Hong Kung 
Temple, the Patane wet market 
municipal complex, Anim’Arte 
NAM VAN, and Barra. 

Officials address yesterday’s press conference outside Trust Leisure Garden in Fai Chi Kei, including Lau Fong Chi (centre), 
who heads the Macao Government Tourism Office’s (MGTO) Destination Marketing Department, and Lao Kit Lon (third 
from left), who heads the Economic and Technological Development Bureau’s (DSEDT) Economic Activities Development 
Department.              – Photo: Tony Wong
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Feature by Xinhua writers Yu Xiaohua 
and Wang Xiaopeng

BEIJING – He is a man racing against 
time. Somehow, he has learned to catch it 
on paper.

Wang Jibing, a 56-year-old delivery 
rider, has earned one of China’s most 
prestigious literary honors with verses 
born in the fleeting moments spent 
waiting for meals to be delivered, 
elevators and customers.

His poetry collection, “Di Chu Fei 
Xing,” which translates as “Low Flight,” 
was announced one of the winners of 
the ninth edition of Lu Xun Literature 
Prize yesterday. This collection captures 
the unvarnished realities and emotional 
subtleties of his life as one of the country’s 
more than 10 million food delivery riders.

Fresh from his literary win, Wang told 
the media that what he really wants to do 
on this special day is simple: to hop back 
on his scooter and get back to deliveries. 
“Only by staying grounded can one find the 
clearest state of mind for writing,” he said.

The coveted literary prize is named 
after Lu Xun, a literary titan known for 
his piercing, unsparing chronicles of early 
20th-century Chinese society. Awarded 
every four years, the prize recognizes 
outstanding works across various genres, 
including novella, short story, literary 
reportage, poetry, prose, literary theory 
and review, and literary translation.

Zhang Yiwu, a professor of 
Chinese literature at Peking University, 
highlighted the significance of Wang’s 
triumph. Wang’s poetry, he said, stays 
close to contemporary life, giving voice 
to a group often neglected in society 
while also illustrating the profound 
changes sweeping China.

UNDER THE ALGORITHM
Born in 1969 in Jiangsu Province, 

Wang dropped out of school during junior 
high. To make a living, he worked as a 
construction worker, a sand dredger, a 
street vendor and a scrap collector. Yet, he 
never lost his appetite for reading, often 
lingering at secondhand book stalls and 
sifting through discarded newspapers.

He and his wife eventually settled in 
Kunshan, Jiangsu. They ran a small store, 
saved for years, and took out a mortgage 
on an apartment – a foothold they were 
determined to keep. In 2019, hearing that 
delivering food could pay well, Wang 
decided to give it a shot. At 50, he became 
the oldest courier at his station.

As a delivery rider, Wang races 
through the city on his e-bike. The 
delivery countdown in the app’s system 
serves as an invisible whip, relentlessly 
driving him forward. It is this algorithmic 
pressure that inspired his breakout poem 
“Man in a Hurry.”

The piece stemmed from a frustrating 
delivery experience. A customer had 
provided the wrong address, forcing Wang 
to make multiple trips. As he sat at a red light 
on his way back, simmering with irritation, a 
few lines flashed through his mind:

“Driving wind from the air, blades 
from the wind, fire from the bones ... No 
seasons for people racing against time, 
only one stop and the next.”

In 2022, the verses went viral after a 
fellow poetry lover posted them online.

ORDINARY VOICES
Wang’s victory reflects a broader shift 

in the landscape of Chinese literature. 
This year, he was far from the only 
grassroots writer to be shortlisted for the 
Lu Xun Literature Prize. A collection 
of essays by a market vendor earned a 
nomination in the prose category, while 
a short story by an internet author made 
the final cut.

To Dai Zhishen, a literary critic, the 
shortlisting of writers with such diverse 
writing backgrounds and social identities 
for this prize signals a shift in the literary 
evaluation system.

“It sends a clear signal that literature 
is not an unattainable luxury reserved for 
the elite,” he noted. “Rather, it is a wild 
art of words that can thrive in markets, 
narrow alleyways, factory floors and 
across the internet.”

For Wang, the emergence of 
grassroots writers like himself carries a 
social significance that far outweighs its 
literary merit. “Our connection to real life 
is perhaps deeper, and our expressions 
more sincere,” he said.

More than 80 million people work 
in China’s new forms of employment, 
according to official data. Apart from food 
delivery riders, the group also includes 
ride-hailing drivers and live streamers, 
who have become a vital force in keeping 
cities running, sustaining economic flows 
and driving consumption.

Like Wang, they race against time 
every day. Ride-hailing drivers navigate 
endless urban gridlocks, while live 
streamers perform late into the night 
before glowing screens. Many carry the 
weight of a family’s livelihood on their 
shoulders.

As their numbers have grown, so too 
has policymakers’ attention to their rights 
and interests. In recent years, regulators 
have introduced measures to curb 
punishing delivery algorithms, improve 
transparency on platform commission 
caps for ride-hailing drivers, and expand 

access to social security programs for gig 
workers.

Service centers and other facilities for 
gig workers have also sprung up across 
China. In Beijing alone, more than 14,000 
service hubs offer them a place to sit, drink 
water and take shelter from the rain.

FLYING LOW, SOARING 
IN VERSE

Once on his rounds, Wang wishes he 
could squeeze 61 minutes out of every 
hour. Yet, as a Chinese literary gazette 
noted in its review, what he drew from 
this breathless race against time was not 
haste, frustration or complaint, but a quiet 
tenderness.

In his prize-winning collection, Wang 
affirms the value of his own survival, 
writing: “Low flight is also a flight ... The 
sound low on the ground is the symphony 
for all things striving upward.”

His poems are populated by everyday 
figures. In one piece, moved by a solitary 
ant braving a downpour, he draws a 
quiet parallel: “An ant must have its 
own despair or mission to appear in a 
rainstorm, just like a delivery rider on 
a wet slope, desperately shielding the 
delivery box on the back of his scooter.”

“I can’t imagine myself as a full-time 
writer because I know I would not do it 
well since my inspiration all comes from 
my delivery job,” Wang revealed.

A translated version of the title poem 
of his winning collection, “Low Flight,” 
has been published online by the literary 
magazine The Baffler.

They say life is short, and running 
makes it seem longer, said Wang. He 
intends to stay in the trade, running 
poetically from order to order.

Perhaps nowhere is his philosophy 
of low flight better expressed than in his 
verse: “As much snow life piles upon me, 
I will meet just as many springs.”

– Xinhua

Analysis by Ntandoyenkosi Ncube
JOHANNESBURG – African manufacturers and 

trade officials have called on the continent to draw lessons 
from China’s industrial transformation by strengthening 
long-term planning, investing in innovation and skills, 
and pursuing a development path suited to Africa’s own 
conditions.

On the sidelines of the 2026 Manufacturing Indaba in 
Johannesburg yesterday, Rhyan Injendi, Kenya’s commercial 
and trade attache at the High Commission in Pretoria, told 
Xinhua that China’s success demonstrates the importance of 
strategic planning and consistent implementation.

“If we want to achieve something in industrialization, 
we must first have a clear plan, supported by research and 
well-defined targets. China plans first, develops a program 
of action, and then implements it step by step,” he said.

For Tapiwa Samanga, group chief executive officer 
(CEO) of the Production Technologies Association of 
South Africa, one of China’s greatest strengths lies in its 
ability to coordinate industrial development and build 
globally competitive manufacturing ecosystems.

Recalling a recent visit to Shanghai, Samanga said 
he was impressed by the concentration of advanced 
manufacturers and the strong industrial clusters that 
underpin China’s competitiveness.

“They identify strategic sectors and build entire 
industrial ecosystems around them. We visited an area 
where there were about 3,000 globally competitive 
toolrooms. That level of clustering makes it very difficult 
to compete,” he said.

As Africa’s consumer market continues to grow, 
Samanga said the continent should encourage partnerships 
with Chinese investors in ways that strengthen local 
industries, facilitate technology transfer and help African 
manufacturers integrate into global value chains.

Muntanga Lindunda, CEO of the Zambia Association 
of Manufacturers, said that Africa should embrace 
innovation and automation to enhance competitiveness 
while recognizing that China’s development model 
cannot simply be replicated.

Noting that China has built its strength through large-
scale production and continuous innovation, she said 
African countries should adapt those experiences to their 
own circumstances and leverage regional cooperation to 
advance industrialization.

The Manufacturing Indaba is an annual platform 
dedicated to promoting Africa’s reindustrialization by 
supporting local manufacturing, facilitating investment 
and strengthening industrial partnerships.

This year’s event brought together more than 500 
participants from across the continent to discuss strategies 
for boosting industrialization, investment and regional 
manufacturing cooperation.            – AFP

BEIJING – The Ministry of Ecology and 
Environment and the National Development and 
Reform Commission (NDRC) have jointly issued a 
plan to improve eco-environmental monitoring during 
China’s 15th Five-Year Plan period (2026-2030).

The plan targets notable progress in building a 
modern eco-environmental monitoring system by 
2030 and lays out five key tasks and six major projects 
for this period.

According to the plan, China aims to basically 
complete an integrated eco-environmental monitoring 
network, strengthen early warning and monitoring 
capabilities for new pollutants, heavy metals and 
ecological hazards, and achieve breakthroughs in 
core monitoring technologies.               – Xinhua

He races the clock to deliver food – and 
wins a top Chinese literary prize

African manufacturers 
look to China’s 

industrial experience 
to boost growth

China unveils eco-
environmental 

monitoring plan for 
2026-2030

Delivery rider-cum-poet Wang Jibin poses with his prize-winning poetry collection book. Wang’s 
“Di Chu Fei Xing,” which translates as “Low Flight,” was announced one of the winners of the 
ninth edition of Lu Xun Literature Prize yesterday. – File photo courtesy of Global Times.  
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BEIJING – While geopolitical tensions 
and trade frictions continue to weigh on the 
global economy, China posted steady growth 
in the first half (H1) of 2026, demonstrating 
solid resilience as the world’s second-largest 
economy embarked on its 15th Five-Year Plan 
(2026-2030).

The country’s gross domestic product 
(GDP) grew 4.7 percent year on year in 
the first six months, data from the National 
Bureau of Statistics (NBS) showed yesterday. 
In the second quarter, its GDP expanded 4.3 
percent year on year.

The Chinese economy has “operated 
within an appropriate range against pressure,” 
continuing to demonstrate strong resilience, 
the NBS said in a statement, pointing to bright 
spots such as robust growth in production 
and supply, stable employment and rapid 
expansion in new growth drivers.

China’s GDP grew 5 percent year on year 
in the first quarter. The country has targeted 
2026 growth at 4.5 to 5 percent and will strive 
for better in practice.

RESILIENCE AMID GLOBAL 
HEADWINDS

“The growth pace is in line with the annual 
target,” Mao Shengyong, deputy head of the 
NBS, told a press conference. He said this 
steady economic performance has laid a solid 
foundation for achieving major annual targets, 
particularly the economic growth target.

Although growth moderated in the 
second quarter, he attributed the slowdown 
mainly to “short-term factors and external 
influences,” saying the economy remained 
on a stable footing, with its underlying trend 
toward innovation-driven and high-quality 
development unchanged.

Noting that the external environment 
has become more complex and uncertain, 
Mao said China’s economic strength has 
helped the country effectively navigate 
risks and challenges, citing adequate energy 
supply, mild inflation and solid foreign trade 

performance in the first half of 2026.
Wednesday’s data showed that China’s 

surveyed urban unemployment rate stood at 
5.0 percent in June, down from 5.1 percent 
in the previous month, while per capita 
disposable income went up 5.2 percent year 
on year in the first half of the year.

In the January-June period, the country’s 
value-added industrial output rose 5.4 percent 
year on year, and its total retail sales of 
goods and services, a major indicator of the 
country’s consumption strength, increased by 
2.7 percent year on year.

Mao said the global economy has seen 
new changes since the beginning of this year, 
particularly in the second quarter, with major 
economies expected to experience slower growth.

The International Monetary Fund, he 
noted, recently cut its forecast for global 
economic growth this year to 3.0 percent, but 
raised that for China’s full-year growth by 0.2 
percentage points.

“The stability and resilience demonstrated by 
China’s economy have provided valuable support 
for the increasingly uncertain global economy,” 
said Kuang Xianming, deputy head of the China 

Institute for Reform and Development.
Kuang added that the country’s economic 

transformation and upgrading are unlocking 
the potential of its vast market, helping stabilize 
global supply chains and ease inflationary 
pressures. Meanwhile, its support for free trade 
and economic integration is providing greater 
certainty amid geopolitical tensions.

THRIVING NEW ENGINES
Behind such resilience are stronger new 

growth engines and improving economic 
quality. NBS data revealed that new 
growth drivers, represented by high-end 
manufacturing, the digital economy and 
modern services, contributed over 40 percent 
to economic expansion in the first half of 
2026, while energy consumption per unit of 
GDP declined 1.9 percent year on year.

The rise of new quality productive forces 
is particularly evident in the manufacturing 
sector. Of the 16 factories newly recognized 
as “lighthouse factories” by the World 
Economic Forum last month, a designation 
for manufacturers that excel in deploying 
advanced technologies, over half are located 

in China, spanning sectors from ship-making 
to smart logistics.

The services sector further strengthened 
its role as a key driver of economic growth. 
In the first half of 2026, the value added of the 
services sector increased 5.2 percent year on 
year, outpacing overall economic growth by 
0.5 percentage points.

Economists also attributed the sound H1 
performance to China’s complete industrial sys-
tem, its vast domestic market, and increasingly 
effective macroeconomic policy support.

In the outline of its 15th Five-Year Plan 
unveiled in March, the country has pledged to 
focus efforts in areas including modernizing 
its industrial system, developing new quality 
productive forces and building a robust 
domestic market.

Earlier this week, notably, China rolled out 
its first five-year plan dedicated exclusively to 
expanding consumption, aiming to unlock the 
full potential of the country’s super-large market, 
optimize the consumption structure, and improve 
people’s livelihoods via targeted measures.

Mao said he expects the strong momentum 
of new growth drivers to extend into the 
second half of 2026, while the effects of 
previously introduced policy measures will 
become increasingly evident.

“The government will also introduce more 
proactive and targeted policies in response to 
changing circumstances to keep the economy 
running steadily and promote high-quality, 
innovation-driven development,” he added.

Han Wenlong, a professor at the 
Southwestern University of Finance and 
Economics in Sichuan Province, said he is 
confident that China’s economy will maintain 
stable growth in the rest of this year, putting it 
well on track to meet the annual growth target.

In particular, he said recovery in 
consumption, supported by targeted policy 
measures, will further boost domestic demand 
and provide crucial support for growth, 
making it a key driver of the country’s 
continued economic improvement.  – Xinhua

BEIJING – China yesterday rolled out a 
set of regulations aimed at curbing emotional 
dependency on AI-powered companion bots, 
marking a new step in efforts to regulate this 
rapidly growing sector.

AI companion services, which have been 
used in areas ranging from customer service 
and mental health support to childcare 
and elderly care, have gained popularity 
by simulating human personalities and 
conversations. But concerns over emotional 
dependency and other risks have fueled calls 
for tighter regulation.

The new rules require platforms to 
detect emotional distress, intervene in crisis 
situations, limit excessive use, give users full 
control over their personal data, and prevent 
the misuse of user information.

The regulations define AI companion 
services as those offering “sustained 
emotional interaction” through text, images, 
audio or video, while excluding task-oriented 
AI applications such as customer service, 
work assistance, education and scientific 
research.

The rules, China’s first dedicated effort 
to regulate AI-based anthropomorphic 
interactive services, were jointly formulated 
by the Cyberspace Administration of China 
and four other government bodies.

China’s major AI content-generation 
platforms, including Doubao, Qwen and 
Yuanbao, have recently announced the 
suspension of their AI agent features.

CLEARER BOUNDARIES
AI companion bots, a swiftly growing 

segment of the AI landscape, have become 
part of many people’s daily lives, but 
problems are beginning to surface.

These virtual companions can create deep 
emotional bonds, with young users seen as 
particularly vulnerable to overuse and retreat 
from real-world relationships.

In 2025, the China Youth and Children 
Research Center surveyed more than 8,500 
minors across the country. The results 
showed that over 60 percent had used AI, 
while more than 20 percent said they “only 
wanted to chat with AI and did not want to 
talk with real people.”

While children and older adults may 
not use AI the most, they are more prone 
to developing emotional attachments to it 
because AI is always available, endlessly 
patient and unfailingly compliant, said Wang 
Zhechen, an associate researcher at the 
Department of Psychology, School of Social 
Development and Public Policy at Fudan 
University in Shanghai.

Experts warn that prolonged immersion 
in the conflict-free communication zone 
created by AI could weaken people’s 
ability to navigate real-world relationships, 
potentially leading to a broader decline in 
social connection.

To address this issue, the new rules explicitly 
prohibit AI systems from encouraging addictive 
use, requiring mandatory reminders after more 

than two hours of continuous use, pop-up 
interventions when signs of dependency are 
detected, and intervention mechanisms in cases 
of extreme emotional distress.

“When users begin to confuse virtual 
emotional connections with real-world rela-
tionships, systems should provide appropri-
ate reminders: ‘This is a machine, not a real 
person,’” said Liu Xiaochun, an associate 
professor at the University of Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences in Beijing.

She believes these users should be 
encouraged to spend more time interacting 
with people in the real world and talking with 
their friends and family.

SAFER INTERACTION
To protect users’ interaction data, the 

document requires providers of AI-based 
interactive services to adopt measures such 
as data encryption and access controls, and 
prohibits them from sharing users’ interaction 
data with third parties without consent unless 
otherwise required by law.

It also stressed that users have rights over 
their interaction data, including the ability 
to copy or delete chat histories and other 
records of past interactions, safeguarding 
their legitimate interests.

While protecting users’ privacy and 
personal information, the regulations also 
call for the establishment of risk intervention 
mechanisms to prevent extreme behavior.

Zhang Jiyu, executive director of the 

Law and Technology Institute at Renmin 
University of China, said technical tools 
could help identify potential risks and enable 
timely intervention.

For general risks, AI systems could 
offer supportive responses, while in more 
serious cases, they could alert designated 
contacts. Such mechanisms, he said, could 
help provide stronger safeguards as they are 
adopted more widely.

China’s AI market has continued to 
expand, driven by broader adoption across 
industries. It was expected to surpass 1.2 
trillion yuan in 2025 and is tipped to exceed 
1.8 trillion yuan by 2028, according to the 
latest research.

In recent years, China has strengthened 
AI legislation and established a multi-
dimensional regulatory framework covering 
areas like data, algorithms and applications.

Chen Liang, dean of the School of Artificial 
Intelligence and Law at Southwest University 
of Political Science and Law, located in 
Chongqing Municipality, said the new 
regulations provide an important opportunity 
for the industry to upgrade and transform.

The rules will encourage companies 
to shift their focus from maximizing user 
immersion and engagement to developing 
healthier and more responsible human-
AI interaction models, thereby helping 
channel resources toward socially valuable 
applications and supporting the industry’s 
orderly development, Chen noted.  – Xinhua

China posts resilient H1 growth as 15th Five-Year Plan gets underway

China introduces rules to rein in AI companion bots amid emotional dependency concerns

A worker checks automatic spool winders at a smart factory in Xin’an Town of Deqing County, Huzhou City, 

Zhejiang Province, yesterday.                     – Xinhua
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BANGKOK – Myanmar’s 
leader Min Aung Hlaing will next 
month make his first official visit 
to Thailand since stepping down 
as junta chief to become civilian 
leader, Thailand’s foreign minister 
told AFP yesterday.

Myanmar became a pariah state 
following the military’s 2021 coup 
that ousted the elected government 
of Aung San Suu Kyi, triggering a 
civil war.

But junta chief Min Aung Hlaing 
was installed as civilian president 
in April following highly restricted 
elections, and neighbouring 
Thailand has been leading an effort 

to begin normalising relations.
“It’s best to bring Myanmar 

back into the fold,” Thai Foreign 
Minister Sihasak Phuangketkeow 
told a press conference in Bangkok.

“We believe that after five years 
we need to talk, we need to listen, 
and they need to explain,” he added.

Afterwards, he confirmed to 
AFP that Min Aung Hlaing would 
visit Thailand in August, his first 
such trip to the neighbouring nation 
since his change of position.

“Min Aung Hlaing will make an 
official visit” to Thailand, Sihasak 
said, adding that he would arrive 
“very soon, in August”.

“We are working on an official 
programme,” he said.

News of the visit comes after 
Thailand on Sunday hosted an 
informal meeting of foreign ministers 
of the 11-nation Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
including Myanmar.

It was the first such gathering 
since the coup, after which the 
regional bloc diplomatically 
sidelined Myanmar.

Min Aung Hlaing visited Laos this 
month, his first state visit to an ASEAN 
country since becoming civilian leader, 
and last month was feted with visits to 
India and China.       – AFP

BANGKOK – Thai police 
said yesterday they had arrested 
the manager of a boxing camp for 
trafficking underage boys for sex, 
and were searching for a Norwegian 
also believed to have been involved.

Police raided the day camp 
in Rayong province, southeast of 
Bangkok, on July 7 and took 12 
children into protection, the Central 
Investigation Bureau said in a 
statement.

The 28-year-old manager has 
admitted charges of trafficking 
minors under the age of 18 for 
sexual exploitation and soliciting 
sexual services, it said.

The suspect, identified only as 
Narubet, was arrested at a location 
separate from the camp also on July 
7, after undercover officers posed as 
clients seeking sexual services from 
three boys aged 13, 15 and 16.

The manager allegedly agreed to 
arrange the meeting for 3,000 baht 
(US$89) per child while taking one 
third of the payment as commission.

“The manager claimed the 
children involved had behavioural 
problems and came from broken 
families,” the police statement said.

The camp in Rayong trained 
around 30 people at the time of the 
raid, it added.

Police are now searching for 
a Norwegian national believed to 
have sponsored the camp, as well as 
his secretary.

Police said interviews with the 
children indicated the Norwegian 
sponsor, identified as Mr Kim, 
allegedly paid for amenities in 
exchange for sexual services.

They said some parents were 
aware of the arrangement but failed 
to intervene.

Under Thai law, those convicted 
of human trafficking face up to 15 
years in prison for each offence, 
with harsher penalties for crimes 
involving minors.      – AFP

PHNOM PENH – Cambodia 
deported more than 16,000 foreign 
online scam suspects in the first 
half of 2026 as crackdowns on 
cybercrime remained ongoing, a 
senior immigration official has said.

Police Lieutenant General Sok 
Veasna, director general of the 
General Department of Immigration, 
said that enforcement operations 
against online fraud have ramped up 
significantly since January.

“During the first six months of 
this year, we deported over 45,000 
foreigners, including more than 
16,000 online scam suspects,” 
he said during a mid-year review 

meeting on Tuesday.
According to Veasna, all deported 

individuals are prohibited from re-
entering Cambodia permanently.

Thong Mengdavid, deputy 
director at the China-ASEAN Studies 
Center of the Cambodia University 
of Technology and Science, said 
the mass deportation of suspected 
foreign scammers is a welcome, long-
overdue step to salvage Cambodia’s 
reputation and disrupt massive cyber-
scam networks; however, it is only a 
temporary fix.

To truly win this fight, 
Cambodia must target the high-
level kingpins and dismantle the 

local protection networks that 
allow these operations to thrive, 
he told Xinhua yesterday. Until the 
underlying human trafficking and 
corruption are addressed, the root of 
the problem remains, he added.

The Southeast Asian country 
has launched an unprecedented 
nationwide crackdown on cyber 
scam networks to maintain public 
safety and restore the kingdom’s 
international image.

In April, the kingdom 
promulgated the Law on Combating 
Online Scams, which stipulates 
harsh punishments for online bosses 
and ringleaders.                – Xinhua

BANGKOK – The death toll 
from a devastating Bangkok bar 
fire has risen to 33, authorities 
said yesterday, as Thailand 
pledged a nationwide overhaul of 
entertainment venue regulations.

The blaze tore through the 
popular Rong Beer Na Lad Phrao 
restaurant and bar on Sunday night, 
rapidly engulfing the venue.

Investigators have been looking 
at the cause of the fire and why it 
was so deadly, with many of the 
bodies found by the toilets.

In a video released by Prime 

Minister Anutin Charnvirakul’s 
office of his visit to the scene, seen 
by AFP, he was told by an official 
that there were two functioning exit 
doors.

But one door was labelled for 
staff only, with no clear sign that it 
was to be used in an emergency, the 
official said.

“So this means people weren’t 
aware that this was the emergency 
fire exit,” Anutin can be heard 
saying.

One of the rescuers replied: 
“This might have been to prevent 

customers from escaping without 
paying.”

Speaking on Tuesday, Anutin 
suggested that another door that 
might have been used to escape was 
locked, saying: “How could this 
happen?”

The government has ordered an 
urgent inspection of all entertainment 
venues across the country.

Anutin also said authorities 
would review regulations on 
how venues are classified after it 
emerged Rong Beer Na Lad Phrao 
was not licensed to provide live 

music, despite doing so regularly.
“Businesses that do not comply 

with regulations are not sustainable, 
and the owner of this venue will 
face the utmost prosecution,” the 
premier added.

The owner of the bar was 
admitted to intensive care 
immediately after the fire, but it was 
not clear if he was still in hospital.

Thailand’s approach to health 
and safety regulations – particularly 
in bars and nightclubs – has long 
raised concerns.

In 2009, a blaze tore through 

Bangkok’s Santika club during New 
Year celebrations, killing 67 people 
and injuring more than 200.

A building safety expert told 
AFP earlier that Rong Beer Na Lad 
Phrao lacked the safety systems 
required for the large crowds and 
live music events it hosted.

The Erawan Emergency Medical 
Centre, operated by Bangkok city 
authorities, said yesterday the death 
toll has risen to 33 with around 
70 injured, including more than 
a dozen who remained in critical 
condition in hospital.              – AFP

MANILA – The Philippine 
Senate is set to investigate the 
reported use of part of an Aeta 
ancestral domain in Zambales 
province in northern Philippines 
as an illegal dumpsite, after a 
senator filed a resolution seeking 
a probe, according to local media 
reports yesterday.

The resolution, filed by 
Senator Robinhood Padilla, seeks 
to identify those responsible for 
the alleged landfill operations, 
examine measures to rehabilitate 
the affected area, and strengthen 
legal protections for Indigenous 
peoples and their ancestral lands.

According to the resolution, the 

area had allegedly been used as a 
dumpsite since 2019, contaminating 
nearby water sources and disrupting 
the livelihoods of Aeta residents. The 
Department of Environment and 
Natural Resources had previously 
ordered the closure of the site after 
finding it violated environmental 
regulations.

The move came after Aeta 
leaders called for an investigation 
into how the alleged dumpsite 
was allowed to operate for years. 
Community representatives 
have also urged authorities to 
rehabilitate the affected ancestral 
land and hold those responsible 
accountable.              – Xinhua

MANILA – Twelve Filipino 
survivors of human trafficking were 
repatriated from Cambodia and 
arrived in the Philippines, where 
they received government assistance 
and reintegration support, according 
to the Department of Migrant 
Workers (DMW) yesterday.

The group returned after 
Philippine officials visited Cambodia 
to open a new Migrant Workers 
Office in Phnom Penh, which aims to 
strengthen the protection and welfare 
of overseas Filipino workers.

The survivors were provided 
with financial assistance, temporary 
accommodation, transportation and 
other support before returning to 
their home provinces. The DMW 
said they would also receive legal 
assistance.

The agency also urged Filipinos 
to avoid unverified overseas job 
offers, particularly those posted 
on social media, and to verify 
employment opportunities through 
the government to avoid falling 
victim to human trafficking. – Xinhua

Senator Francis Pangilinan gestures as he speaks during the impeachment 
trial for Philippine Vice President Sara Duterte at the Philippine Senate in Pasay 
city yesterday.          – AFP
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TOKYO – A cyberattack against a 
major frozen food maker in Japan has 
prompted businesses such as Kentucky 
Fried Chicken and a popular sushi 
chain to warn of possible shortages 
and even store closures.

Nichirei, Japan’s top frozen food 
supplier, said yesterday that it “came 
under a cyberattack”, disrupting 
subsidiaries’ operations including 
making deliveries to clients.

The company did not give details 
of the attack, which Nichirei first 
disclosed in a statement on Monday 
that mentioned “system failures 
caused by unauthorised access”.

The disruption could affect 
large parts of Japan’s food sector as 

Nichirei also provides temperature-
controlled logistics services to a 
wide range of businesses.

Supermarkets have already been 
hit by shortages, local media said, 
reporting that pastry chefs and elderly 
care centres have also been impacted.

Kura Sushi Inc, a popular 
rotary sushi chain with nearly 700 
locations in Japan and abroad, 
said yesterday that its stores in the 
country’s west were experiencing 
shipment delays for some products.

Kentucky Fried Chicken 
Japan warned on Tuesday that its 
restaurants could face shortages 
that might force the chain to 
take some items off the menu or 

temporarily close stores.
Nichirei said in its Monday 

statement that it was “investigating 
and taking measures to restore the 
systems”, adding that it planned 
to gradually resume the disrupted 
operations starting tomorrow.

This is the latest case of 
a cyberattack disrupting the 
operations of a major Japanese firm.

Last year beer giant Asahi 
was hit by a ransomware attack 
that disrupted its ability to receive 
orders and ship products, weeks 
after retailer Muji had suspended 
online shopping in Japan after a 
ransomware attack on its delivery 
partner Askul.     – AFP

HANOI – Vietnamese police 
are investigating an international 
diamond ring accused of smuggling 
28,000 gems worth nearly US$11 
million, with the country’s largest 
jeweller caught up in the probe.

The former head of Phu Nhuan 
Jewelry’s (PNJ) gem certification 
subsidiary was arrested earlier this 
month along with more than 30 
others accused of involvement in 
a syndicate operating over several 
years.

Police have raided more than 
20 establishments, including 
jewellery stores and homes of the 
accused, mostly in Ho Chi Minh 
City, the public security ministry 

said in a statement late Tuesday.
State media reported yesterday 

that a number of establishments 
linked to the investigation have 
suddenly closed their doors.

Dang Ngoc Thao, the former 
director of PNJ Laboratory, is 
accused of falsely certifying 
gems sourced in India for resale 
in Vietnam, removing laser 
inscriptions and replacing them 
with the company’s own.

Police have seized 1,239 
diamonds in the investigation so 
far, along with jewellery “for which 
no invoices or documents proving 
their origin could be produced”, 
the ministry said.

The suspects “employed highly 
sophisticated criminal methods” to 
source diamonds from India and 
organise their “illegal transport” via 
Hong Kong into Vietnam, it added.

In a statement, PNJ said it 
“acknowledged” the investigation 
into its former employee but 
claimed the “matter involves 
individual legal liability”.

It said diamond products certified 
by its subsidiary are “fully traceable 
and of guaranteed quality”.

Shares in PNJ, Vietnam’s 
largest listed jeweller, were down 
more than 25 percent since the first 
arrests were made in early July.

– AFP

DHAKA – Bangladesh has 
confiscated assets worth 760 
billion taka (about US$6.2 billion) 
linked to ousted prime minister 
Sheikh Hasina, her family and 10 
business groups, authorities said 
yesterday.

Since Hasina was toppled in a 
student-led mass uprising in 2024 
and fled to India, authorities have 
investigated the former prime 
minister’s wealth and looked into 
her relatives and major business 
groups accused of benefiting 
during her 15-year, iron-fisted rule.

The Bangladesh Financial 
Intelligence Unit said it had seized 
assets worth 570 billion taka 

in Bangladesh and another 190 
billion taka overseas.

The agency’s chief Ikhtiar 
Mohammad Mamun told reporters 
while presenting the annual 
summary of its activities that 
authorities had opened 98 cases as 
part of the investigations into Hasina 
and those associated with her.

“We are still working to recover 
the money laundered overseas,” 
Mamun said. “We hope to share 
positive developments by the end 
of this year”.

Since she was ousted, Hasina 
has been convicted in absentia in 
several cases, including corruption 
cases linked to the allocation of 

plots in an upmarket area of the 
capital Dhaka.

A court has also sentenced her to 
death over crimes against humanity.

Hasina has remained in India 
since fleeing Bangladesh in August 
2024, and recently said she intended 
to return by the end of the year.

Home Minister Salahuddin 
Ahmed said that the government, 
which has sought her extradition, 
wanted to ensure Hasina returns to 
face justice.

“The verdict will be 
implemented. The court will 
decide whether there is any scope 
for an appeal,” he said.    – AFP

KATHMANDU – Nepal jailed 
two former ministers and more than 
a dozen other people for scamming 
citizens with the false promise of 
resettling them abroad as refugees, 
a court official said yesterday.

More than 100,000 ethnic 
Nepalis fled Bhutan in the 
early 1990s following a shift in 
nationality laws, and many found 
new homes in the United States, 
Europe and elsewhere via a third-

country resettlement programme.
The racket, involving senior 

officials, preyed on Nepalis who 
missed out on the scheme after it ended 
in 2018, promising to pass them off as 
refugees to qualify for resettlement in 
exchange for large sums of money.

Former deputy prime minister 
Top Bahadur Rayamajhi was jailed 
for four years and fined 40,000 rupees 
(US$260) on Tuesday, according 
to the Kathmandu district court’s 

information officer Shiva Khatiwada.
Former interior minister Bal 

Krishna Khand was sentenced to 
two years’ imprisonment and fined 
20,000 rupees.

The district court also convicted 
and sentenced 14 others, while 
seven defendants were acquitted, 
Khatiwada told AFP.

Bhutan introduced a “One 
Nation, One People” policy in 1985, 
which stripped citizenship rights 

from the Nepali-speaking minority 
known as Lhotshampa and labelled 
them immigrants.

The Buddhist kingdom also made 
national dress compulsory and restricted 
the use of the Nepali language.

Many of the Lhotshampa fleeing 
Bhutan in the early 1990s ended up 
in refugee camps in Nepal.

A third-country resettlement 
programme ran from 2007 to 2018, after 
the failure of years-long negotiations 

to secure their return to Bhutan.
The majority were resettled 

in the United States. Thousands 
more found new homes in Europe, 
Australia, Canada and New Zealand.

The case involved hundreds of 
victims, who said the racket took 
their cash but then did nothing to help 
them, according to Nepali media.

Nepali police made the first 
arrests in March 2023 after receiving 
several complaints.     – AFP

TOKYO – A family in northern 
Japan called police after finding 
a bear in their kitchen, an official 
said yesterday, as anxiety over the 
animals grows following a surge in 
deadly maulings.

Bears have killed at least five 
people in Japan since April 1, all in 
the northern region of Tohoku, after 
a record 13 fatal attacks across the 
country in the last fiscal year, accord-
ing to the environment ministry.

Police in the northern region of 
Iwate, which is part of Tohoku, re-
ceived a call Monday evening from 
a family saying a bear had intruded 
into their home.

The animal “opened the fridge, 
scattering its content nearby,” a lo-
cal police official told AFP, declin-
ing to be named.

Footprints suggest the bear then 
“made its way out through a back 
door adjacent to the kitchen and 
also hunted through a bin for food 
waste,” the official said.

The incident occurred in the town 
of Shizukuishi, where at least four 
other households have reported bear 
intrusions since July 5, he added.

In recent months there has been 
a jump in sightings after the bears 
emerged from hibernation, and 
more bears have been straying into 
towns and cities.

In June, dozens of police, hunt-
ers and city officials needed four 
days to trap a bear roaming Utsu-
nomiya, north of Tokyo, forcing 
mass school closures.

Before that another bear de-
scribed as “extremely intelligent” 
– it opened a window and turned 
on a tap – attacked four people at 
two factories in Fukushima and re-
mained at large for days.

Scientists attribute the sharp rise 
in incidents to an increase in the 
bears’ population, a declining number 
of people in rural areas and other fac-
tors including variations in the avail-
ability of bears’ usual food.      – AFP

Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) supporters take part in a hunger strike during a sit-in 
protest in New Delhi yesterday, to demand the resignation of India’s Education 
Minister Dharmendra Pradhan over alleged examination irregularities.                – AFP

People gather in front of thousands of lanterns on display during the Mitama Matsuri, 
one of the capital’s largest summer “obon” festivals, at Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo 
yesterday.                    – AFP
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TEHRAN – The United States 
launched a wave of strikes against 
Iran yesterday, after it reimposed a 
naval blockade in a return to war 
between the two foes.

Nearly a month after they signed 
a memorandum of understanding 
aimed at ending the Middle East war, 
the two sides resumed fighting with 
strikes on targets across the region.

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
said they targeted the US Fifth Fleet 
in Bahrain, where the military said 
it had intercepted attacks against 
civilian targets, while Jordan’s armed 
forces said they had downed three 
missiles from the Islamic republic.

US President Donald Trump, 
meanwhile, threatened to widen 
strikes next week to hit power plants 
and bridges unless Tehran returns to 
the negotiating table.

“Next week it gets really bad for 
them,” he told Fox News. Despite 
renewed hostilities, mediated talks 
between the two sides have not 
formally ended.

At the heart of the resumption of 
hostilities has been the dispute over 
the Strait of Hormuz, a waterway that 
is crucial for global oil and gas flows.

Agreement ‘dismantled’
Iran blockaded Hormuz after the 

war erupted with US-Israeli strikes on 
February 28, using the waterway for 
leverage against its foes for months.

The strait was briefly reopened 
after the US-Iran deal last month, 
before Tehran again vowed it would 
be closed “until the US ends its 
aggression”.

Traffic through the waterway 
remained low, with maritime tracker 
Kpler reporting only 21 transits on 
Tuesday.

The US, in turn, has reimposed 
its own blockade of Iran’s ports, 
though Trump has backed down on 
a planned 20 percent levy on ships 
using the strait.

Iranian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Kazem Gharibabadi said 
the renewed US blockade “has, in 
a way, dismantled the Islamabad 
memorandum”, referring to the 
interim deal reached last month.

US Central Command 

(CENTCOM) said it launched “a 
wave of strikes... designed to further 
degrade military capabilities Iranian 
forces have used to attack commercial 
shipping in the Strait of Hormuz”.

Iranian state media reported 
explosions near the port city of Bandar 
Abbas, on the island of Qeshm and on 
Bandar Imam Khomeini. It later said 
fresh US strikes hit the southern port 
city of Bushehr, home to the country’s 
only civilian nuclear plant.

In the capital Tehran, there was 
no sign of a return to conflict, with 
ordinary Iranians thronging cafés 
to watch the France-Spain World 
Cup semi-final in huge crowds, AFP 
journalists saw.

But elsewhere in the country, 
anxieties ran high.

Khadijeh, 31, an artisan from 
Qasr-e Shirin in the southeast, said: 
“The little children are so frightened 
by the sound of explosions that they 
don’t sleep until morning.

“The effects of war will stay in 
our lives and minds and mental health 
for a long time. If, God forbid, the war 
becomes more intense, then perhaps 
it will take several generations before 
we can get back on our feet.”

Fears similarly abounded in 
Gulf countries hit repeatedly by 
Iranian strikes.

“Every day, I wake up wondering 
whether the situation will de-
escalate or worsen,” said Mustafa 
Mohamed, a 39-year-old Sudanese 
accountant living in Kuwait.

“It has become difficult to feel 
at ease or plan anything because 
uncertainty grips everyone.”

Trump scraps levy
Since the war began, Iran has 

asserted its control over the Strait 
of Hormuz and opened fire on 
ships for taking routes it says are 
unauthorised.

“The retaliatory operations of the 
fighters will continue,” the Guards said.

A Norwegian tanker was hit by an 
explosion caused by an unidentified 
device off the Omani coast early 
Tuesday, the crisis response company 
MTI Network said.

And Kuwait said one of its 
naval vessels was struck during an 
Iranian missile and drone barrage, 
wounding four crew members.

Trump meanwhile said he 
was scrapping a planned levy on 
ships passing through the Strait of 
Hormuz that he had announced 
on Monday, replacing the fee with 
trade deals with Gulf allies.

Since last week, renewed US 
attacks have killed at least 30 people 
in Iran, government spokesman 
Fatemeh Mohajerani said.

Separately, the military announced 
that seven of its personnel were killed 
in Wednesday’s strikes on the southeast.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu, whose country has so far 
not rejoined the war, warned Iranian 
leaders on Tuesday that Israel would 
deal a heavy blow if they launched 
an attack on his country.

Speaking from Dimona, a 
southern town widely believed to 
house Israel’s undeclared nuclear 
arsenal, he said: “Do not count on 
things remaining quiet if you attack 
us.”       – AFP

This screen grab taken yesterday from video footage released by Iran’s Revolutionary 

Guards (IRGC)’s Sepah News website on Tuesday, shows a missile being launched 

from an undisclosed location towards US targets in Bahrain and Kuwait.              – AFP

BEIRUT – Lebanon and 
Israel completed a new round of 
Washington-mediated negotiations 
in Rome yesterday, agreeing to 
implement the “pilot zones” in 
southern Lebanon agreed under 
a recent framework deal, a US 
official said.

“Talks concluded after two 
days of productive and positive 
discussions,” the official said in 
a statement shared by the US 
embassy in Beirut, adding that 
the participants “agreed on the 
structure and guidelines for the pilot 
zone process, to be finalised and 
implemented in the coming days”.

The US-brokered negotiations 
took place in the Italian capital 
over the framework agreement 
sealed last month after five rounds 
of talks in Washington, with 
Lebanese negotiators hoping for 
progress on an Israeli withdrawal 
from southern Lebanon.

The deal seeks an end to 
the state of war between Israel 
and Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
disarmament of the Iran-backed 
militant group, the deployment 
of Lebanese troops in the south 
and for Israeli forces to steadily 
withdraw from the country, 
starting with two “pilot zones”.

But the agreement, rejected by 
Hezbollah, does not set a timetable 
for Israel’s withdrawal.

Israeli officials have also 
vowed that their forces will remain 
in a “security zone” 10 kilometres 
deep along the frontier for as long 
as Hezbollah remains armed.

On Tuesday, Israeli Foreign 
Minister Gideon Saar said his 
country was “ready to move 
forward implementing these two 
pilot zones”.

Lebanon and Israel, who 
have no formal relations, started 
negotiations after Hezbollah drew 
its country into the broader Middle 
East war by attacking Israel in 
March.

The official said they will 
now “move to expanded technical 
talks, which will focus on 
implementing all areas of the 
Trilateral Framework with the 
aim of reaching a comprehensive 
agreement between Israel and 
Lebanon”.

The framework agreement 
was reached following a fragile 
ceasefire in the Israel-Hezbollah 
war.

Israel still launches occasional 
strikes in southern Lebanon and 
carries out detonations in villages 
it occupies near the border.

The talks in Rome precede 
Lebanese President Joseph Aoun’s 
visit to Washington on June 21 at 
the invitation of his US counterpart 
Donald Trump.    – AFP

JERUSALEM – Israel’s 
Supreme Court suspended yesterday 
a contentious law passed just the 
previous day that would have blocked 
the arrest of Jewish ultra-Orthodox 
men who refuse military service.

The court said it was issuing 
a “temporary order suspending” 
the enforcement of the law after 
opposition leaders Yair Lapid and 
Avigdor Liberman and others 
petitioned against the legislation.

The Israeli parliament approved the 
legislation on Tuesday, drawing sharp 
criticism from the opposition as the army 
struggles with a shortage of personnel.

The court said it was suspending 
the law as it applies “to only certain 

segments of the population”, and 
added that “the hearing on the petitions 
will be held as soon as possible”.

Leaders of the insular ultra-Ortho-
dox community have long opposed 
the conscription of its members, 
arguing that army service would pull 
young men away from religious study 
and erode their way of life.

Under an arrangement dating 
back to the country’s founding in 
1948, ultra-Orthodox men engaged 
in full-time religious study have 
been exempt from military service.

But calls to draft them have 
intensified in recent years as Israel has 
become embroiled in multiple wars.

The Supreme Court has 

also repeatedly challenged the 
exemption, culminating in a 2024 
ruling that the government must 
conscript ultra-Orthodox men.

The new law would have frozen 
arrests of draft-age seminary students 
until November 30 –  well after the date of 
the October 27 general election, in which 
ultra-Orthodox parties are expected 
to back Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu’s far-right coalition.

This week the parliament 
also passed a bill declaring the 
study of Jewish religious texts a 
“fundamental value” of the state, a 
move widely seen as strengthening 
the ultra-Orthodox community’s 
case for draft exemption.     – AFP

GENEVA – A breakaway 
Catholic group has lodged an 
appeal with the Vatican against the 
excommunication of all six of its 
bishops, having defied Pope Leo 
XIV by consecrating four new ones.

The ultra-traditionalist Society 
of Saint Pius X consecrated the 
four new bishops on July 1, despite 
Pope Leo pleading with them to 
turn back from a “schismatic act”.

The following day, the SSPX’s new 
bishops, and the two who consecrated 
them in a ceremony in Écone, 
Switzerland, were excommunicated.

In response to that decree, 
issued by the Church’s Dicastery 
for the Doctrine of the Faith, the 
society said it had submitted “a 
preliminary recourse to the same 
dicastery” on Saturday.

The request “has the effect of 
suspending the execution of the 
decree” it said.

“By this recourse, the Society 
intends to exercise the right which 
the Church recognises to any person 
who considers himself harmed by 
an administrative act to seek its 
correction, in a spirit of respect 
for ecclesiastical authority and of 
faithful attachment to justice, truth 
and the good of the Church.”

For the Holy See, consecrating 
bishops without the approval of the 
pope is an act of insubordination, 

leading to the automatic 
excommunication of the bishops 
involved.

Lay faithful would also be 
excommunicated and “regarded as 
schismatics” were they to “formally 
adhere” to the group, the Vatican 
said, warning that confessions and 
marriages presided over by the 
newly ordained bishops would be 
“invalid”.

The SSPX, which has around 
600,000 followers, comprises 
fundamentalist Catholics who 
strongly oppose the liberal reforms 
imposed by the Vatican II council 
in the 1960s.

The society says it is present in 
more than 75 countries across six 
continents, with more than 750 priests.

Founded in 1970 by the 
controversial French bishop 
Marcel Lefebvre, the group 
triggered a rift with the Vatican by 
consecrating four bishops in 1988.

They were immediately 
excommunicated, but the sanction 
was lifted in 2009 by Pope 
Benedict XVI.

At the ceremony in Écone, 
attended by thousands of 
worshippers from around the 
world, the last two remaining 
bishops of the SSPX consecrated 
four new ones: two French, one 
American and one Swiss.   – AFP
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Jorge Guerrero
GIBRALTAR – A steady stream 

of pedestrians and vehicles crossed 
the border between Spain and 
Gibraltar yesterday as an agreement 
allowing free movement across the 
frontier came into force.

Gibraltar Chief Minister Fabian 
Picardo and three former chief 
ministers removed the final section 
of the frontier fence shortly before 
midnight in a symbolic gesture 
marking the end of border controls 
between the tiny British territory 
and Spain.

Soon after, crowds crossed 
freely between Spain’s La Línea de 
la Concepción and Gibraltar in both 
directions. Many people held up 
their phones to record the moment.

The flow eventually waned but 
picked up again during the morning 
rush hour yesterday as workers 
crossed over from the Spanish side.

“I woke up this morning and 
I didn’t have to carry my ID 
anymore,” María Jesús Walda, a 
34-year-old civil engineer, told 
AFP as she headed into Gibraltar 
yesterday.

“That is the change in principle. 
Now we’ll see how it evolves.”

Gibraltar is home to only about 
40,000 inhabitants but relies on 
some 15,500 workers who cross 
from Spain every day – nearly half 
its workforce.

In the past, long queues formed 
at the border as documents were 
checked, particularly during periods 
of strained relations between 
Britain and Spain over Gibraltar’s 
sovereignty.

The border was closed by 
Spanish autocrat Francisco Franco 
in 1969 after Gibraltar voted 
overwhelmingly in a referendum to 
remain British.

The closure, which lasted 13 
years, cut off the daily movement of 
workers from Spain into Gibraltar 
and separated families.

‘Drastic change’
“For decades, the border fence 

was exactly that, an open wound 
for the thousands of workers who 
crossed every day,” Spanish Prime 
Minister Pedro Sánchez said 
yesterday during a visit to La Línea.

He was speaking after workers 
used a crane to remove the metal 
gates that had long separated La 
Línea from Gibraltar.

Leisure visits by people crossing 
both sides of the border are also 
affected.

“It’s going to be a drastic change, 
I think for the better. Because we’re 
no longer going to have to rely on 
whether there’s a queue or not to 

get in or out,” Paul Cutthroat, a 
Gibraltar customs officer, told AFP.

While most of Gibraltar’s 
cross-border workers are Spanish, 
dozens of nationalities also make 
the regular journey, including some 
1,600 Britons attracted by the lower 
cost of housing in Spain.

Some residents of Gibraltar 
expressed concerns about security 
now that the border fence is gone 
and regular checks have been 
eliminated.

“Change is going to happen, 
but I don’t think things will get any 
better,” Elizabeth Pilot, a 34-year-
old cook, told AFP.

‘Digital fortress’
Picardo said the territory would 

have many more CCTV cameras, 
facial-recognition technology 
linked to international wanted 
lists and automatic number plate 
recognition cameras.

“Today the fortress does not 
have gates. It’s a digital fortress, and 

it will be safer than ever before,” 
he told Gibraltar television station 
GBC, adding police would boost 
patrols of the frontier.

The agreement between Britain 
and the European Union to remove 
the border controls was signed on 
Tuesday in Brussels after years of 
wrangling following the UK’s exit 
from the bloc in 2020.

It essentially brings Gibraltar – 
with its traditional British red phone 
boxes and pubs – into the EU’s 
Schengen free-travel area.

Travellers arriving from outside 
the Schengen zone will still have to 
show their passports to officials at 
Gibraltar’s airport and port.

Gibraltar voted by 96 percent to 
remain in the EU in Britain’s 2016 
Brexit referendum.

London and Madrid have 
disputed control of Gibraltar 
since the tiny territory – known 
affectionately as “The Rock” – was 
ceded to Britain in the 1713 Treaty 
of Utrecht.      – AFP

Spain’s Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez (right) and Chief Minister of Gibraltar Fabian 
Picardo (left) attend a ceremony ending border controls between Spain and the 
UK-ruled territory of Gibraltar at the border crossing in La Línea de la Concepción, 
southern Spain, yesterday.                   – AFP
 

People walk over the Gibraltar airport runway after crossing the border between 
Spain and Gibraltar, in the UK-ruled territory of Gibraltar on April 6, 2021.           – AFP 

MADRID – King Felipe VI, 
Queen Letizia and their daughters, 
Princess Leonor and Princess Sofia, 
will attend Spain’s World Cup final 

showdown in New Jersey on Sunday, 
the royal palace said yesterday.

Felipe had travelled to Mexico in 
June to watch Spain defeat Uruguay 

1-0 in the group stage, cementing an 
improvement in relations between 
the two countries after years of 
tensions.       – AFP

Karyna Nauholna
WARSAW – Thousands of 

Ukrainian men in Poland face 
declining living standards and 
rising uncertainty, but going home 
means risking being sent to the 
front and death.

Ukrainian men who fled 
mobilisation to go to the 
neighbouring country are caught 
between politics and war – and 
now face legal limbo.

On one end, Poland is 
toughening its policies on 
Ukrainian refugees. On the other, 
Kyiv is upping the pressure to 
mobilise more men, in the fifth 
year of Russia’s invasion.

In a hostel on the outskirts of 
Warsaw, teenager Dmytro longed 
to go home.

“If I could, I’d pack my 
suitcase right now and leave by 
foot for Ukraine,” the 18-year-old 
told AFP.

“But I have no future there.”
He was 17 when he left his 

town in central Ukraine, fearful 
of being sent to the battlefield 
where hundreds of thousands are 
estimated to have died on both 
sides.

“I thought that if I did not 
leave before my 18th birthday, I’d 
be finished,” Dmytro said.

He now lives outside the 
Polish capital in the hostel, with 
some 100 other Ukrainian men, 
who mostly work in factories, 
warehouses and for delivery 
companies.

Their future is shrouded in 
doubt.

Poland – which hosts around 
one million Ukrainian refugees – 
ended special support measures 
for those displaced by the war in 
March, after nationalist president 
Karol Nawrocki was elected last 
year.

Since then, Ukrainians have 
faced stricter rules – similar to 
those for other foreigners in a 
country with one of Europe’s 
toughest migration policies.

‘Worried’
“It’s hitting the most 

vulnerable groups and it’s a deep 
disgrace for the Polish state,” said 
Anna Tatar, a representative of 
Polish anti-racism NGO “Never 
Again”.

The situation is especially 
precarious for men escaping the 
front – who Poland has in the 
past argued should not be granted 
protection.

Volodymyr, who lives in the 
same hostel as Dmytro, entered 
Poland illegally three years ago to 
escape mobilisation.

Like many, the 50-year-old 
is awaiting the outcome of his 
residency application.

“I’m worried because no one 
knows what will happen next,” he 
said.

Ukraine, which mobilises 
some 30,000 men every month, is 
also tightening the screws.

Viktoria Korzhova, a member 
of a Ukrainian law firm in Poland, 

said she had seen an increase in 
Ukrainians asking for help to 
legalise their status since March.

‘Risk of losing their lives’
Last month, the European 

Commission announced plans to 
exclude Ukrainian men aged 23 to 
60 from its temporary protection 
programme.

The bloc said the decision was 
taken at Ukraine’s request.

But Andriy Gaidutsky, a 
Ukrainian migration expert, 
predicted the move would push 
Ukrainian men to apply for long-
term residency in Europe.

“If people used to leave for 
economic reasons, today many 
men leave due to the risk of losing 
their lives or their health,” he said.

Some men have risked their 
lives to escape the front – crossing 
the Carpathian mountains or 
swimming across rivers to 
Romania – while others have 
legal exemptions allowing them 
to leave Ukraine.

Adding to their uncertainty, 
Kyiv has since last year restricted 
men abroad from accessing 
consular services unless they 
update their military records 
– a task many avoid, fearing 
mobilisation.

Vadym, 31, worries about 
renewing his soon-expiring 
Ukrainian passport.

“I’ll have to think about it,” he 
said, nervously.

Even those who left Ukraine 
legally feel the pressure.

As the carer of his disabled 
mother, Andriy was allowed to 
accompany her out of Ukraine, 
but recalled tense moments at the 
border.

“The Ukrainian border guard 
did not want to let me through, 
even though I had the right to.”

‘Why are you not at the 
front?’

On top of their legal problems, 
the men also face growing anti-
Ukrainian sentiment in Poland – 
made worse by a recent diplomatic 
spat between the neighbours over 
World War II events.

More than half of Poles say 
their attitude towards Ukraine 
has become more negative since 
the row, according to pollster SW 
Research.

Dmytro said he felt it at the 
factory where he works.

“I have a colleague who 
steers every conversation back to 
Ukrainians and how much we’re 
bothering them.”

As the war drags on, the men 
repeatedly face the same question 
from strangers: “Why are you not 
at the front?”

The Never Again group said 
it had recorded a rise in anti-
Ukrainian incidents – “including 
hate speech and physical 
aggression” – over recent months.

“When the war ends, I will go 
home and this will be finished,” 
Volodymyr said.

“I’ve had enough.”          – AFP

Ukrainian men in Poland 
face legal limbo

Crowds cross Gibraltar-Spain 
frontier as border controls vanish

Spanish royal family to attend World Cup 
!nal: palace
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Juan Sebastián Serrano
BRASÍLIA – Whether buying a 

chilled coconut at the beach or paying 
rent, Brazil’s free PIX system has 
become the dominant way of making 
payments in Latin America’s largest 
economy, with just a smartphone.

US President Donald Trump 
does not like it one bit.

The payment system, launched 
in 2020 by the Central Bank of 
Brazil, has become a bone of 
contention between Washington and 
the government of President Luiz 
Inácio Lula da Silva, who is seeking 
re-election in three months.

The United States argues that 
PIX amounts to unfair competition 
and hurts US credit card companies.

“You don’t have to pay any fees 
for PIX; with banks, you have to pay 
credit card fees, annual fees, banking 
fees, fees for this and that,” Paulo 
Ricardo Conceição told AFP at his 
drinks kiosk on Copacabana beach.

The perceived unfairness of 
the PIX system and other alleged 
discriminatory trade practices has 
led the US to threaten a 25 percent 
tariff on some Brazilian exports.

A decision on this measure is 
expected in the coming days.

What is PIX?
According to the central bank, 

PIX accounts for 54 percent of all 
payment transactions in Brazil, with 
millions of transfers per day – just 
six years after its launch.

Major financial institutions are 
obliged to offer the service to their 
clients, who simply open their banking 
app and send a payment in seconds 
using an identifier such as an identity 
number, key, or email address.

Payments can be even easier 
using a merchant’s QR code.

PIX “successfully reached millions 
of Brazilians who were previously 
excluded from the traditional banking 
system,” Brazilian Foreign Minister 
Mauro Vieira said in a letter to the 
Office of the United States Trade 
Representative (USTR).

The system is used by 80 percent 
of Brazil’s 212 million people.

“Before, we had to carry cash 
and a bunch of stuff in our wallets. 
Now, you just grab your phone and 
make a PIX transfer. I think it’s 

made life a lot easier for everyone,” 
Ingrid Ferreira, a 32-year-old civil 
servant, told AFP in Brasilia.

What is the United 
States’ complaint?

Washington alleges that the 
central bank, as owner and regulator 
of PIX, faces a conflict of interest and 
puts US companies at a disadvantage.

The Trump administration 
complains about Central Bank of Brazil 
(BCB) requirements that banks feature 
PIX on the home screens of their apps 
and refrain from charging user fees.

The USTR said it was “forcing US 
providers to promote their Brazilian 
competitor, without compensation.”

The Trump administration has 
rebuffed calls in the United States 
for it to create a similar electronic 
payment system.

A Brazilian government source 
told AFP that Washington’s grievance 
stems from credit card companies, 
whose share of transactions in Brazil 
has dropped from 23 percent to 15 
percent since 2020.

“A large part of the Brazilian 
population works in the informal 
service sector. They are small 
business owners who were largely at 
the mercy of those major credit card 
operators, paying fees,” Professor 
Marco Sanfins of the Fluminense 
Federal University told AFP.

What does Brazil say?
Brasília has rejected 

Washington’s accusations, saying 

that PIX has expanded the entire 
digital payments system, which 
increases online activity and 
benefits US companies like Google.

And the central bank highlights 
that the number of card users has 
increased in Brazil since 2020.

Brazil believes that Washington 
sees PIX and other such payment 
systems as a potential threat to the 
international dominance of the US 
dollar.

Kenya, Nigeria, India and Colombia 
have all developed similar systems.

Why is this politically 
sensitive?

Lula’s main rival in the 
October presidential election is 
Flávio Bolsonaro, son of far-right 
former leader Jair Bolsonaro, who 
is serving a 27-year sentence for 
attempting a coup d’état.

Trump imposed tariffs on Brazil 
last year over the trial against 
his ally, which the US president 
described as a “witch hunt”. Most 
of those duties were later lifted.

While Jair Bolsonaro’s sons 
had lobbied for those tariffs during 
their father’s trial, Flávio Bolsonaro 
is now arguing against new ones, 
arguing they could boost Lula’s 
electoral campaign.

“PIX is good for Brazil and, 
incredible as it may seem, it is 
also good for the United States,” 
Flávio Bolsonaro said after a USTR 
hearing in Washington, defending 
the system.      – AFP

SÃO PAULO – Canada wants 
to close a free trade deal with 
Mercosur/Mercosul this year in a bid 
to diversify away from the United 
States, its foreign minister said while 
visiting Brazil on Tuesday.

After a years-long freeze in 
talks between Canada and the South 
American bloc, Washington’s tariff 
offensive pushed both parties back 
to the table in 2025.

As Canada navigates an 
increasingly tricky relationship with 
its US neighbour, Foreign Minister 
Anita Anand said her country was 
looking to conclude an agreement 
with the five-member Southern 
Common Market (abbreviated 

Mercosur in Spanish and Mercosul 
in Portuguese) by the end of the year.

“We have agreed to intensify FTA 
[Free Trade Agreement] negotiations 
with the objective of concluding 
negotiations...ideally before the end 
of 2026,” she said after meeting her 
Brazilian counterpart Mauro Vieira 
in São Paulo.

“We’re going to double non-US 
trade agreements in the coming 
decades,” the minister said.

Brazil is leading talks on 
behalf of the trade bloc, of which 
Argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay and 
Bolivia are also members.

“We’ve already had six rounds 
of negotiations that are moving 

along very well,” said Vieira, adding 
that “there are still some details to 
be worked out.”

Anand acknowledged concerns 
in Canada about a potential deal’s 
impact on domestic farming.

After over a quarter-century of 
on-off talks, Mercosur and the EU 
struck a deal in January, with fierce 
resistance from European farmers 
having stalled the process.

This cohort fears being 
undercut by cheaper goods from 
agricultural powerhouse Brazil and 
its neighbours.

The EU must still ratify the 
deal, which provisionally came into 
effect in May.      – AFP

Jordane Bertrand
HAVANA – Power was restored 

across Cuba yesterday, authorities 
said, after the third nationwide 
outage in less than 10 days.

The island was already 
struggling to keep the lights on 
before US President Donald 
Trump cut off its oil supplies in 
January, depleting the dwindling 
supply of fuel for its power plants.

The latest outage began at 
about 11:05 a.m. (local time) on 
Tuesday, according to the state-
run UNE electricity company, 
leaving the country’s 9.6 million 
inhabitants without power.

Following a gradual restoration 
of power overnight, UNE said 
early yesterday that the electrical 
system had gotten back to full 
function at 7:00 a.m.

The blackout was caused by a 
problem with a generating unit at a 
thermoelectric plant caused a “sudden 
frequency change,” UNE said.

It was the third complete 
blackout on the Caribbean island 
since early July and the fifth since 
the start of 2026.

“I have no words,” María 
Caridad Álvarez, a 62-year-old 
housewife, told AFP on Tuesday. 
“When I woke up this morning, 
the power was back and I cooked 
some beans. Now, I went out and 
it’s off again. It feels like there is 
no solution.”

The energy crisis “is killing 
people’s enthusiasm for life,” she 
said.

David Matías Rodríguez, an 
82-year-old retiree, said he was 
worried the few things in his 
refrigerator would be spoiled.

In both of last week’s 
blackouts, it took more than 24 
hours to restore power across the 
island, a process made slower and 
more complex by fuel shortages.

Power outages in the capital 
Havana totalled more than 30 hours 
at a time, while in the outlying 
provinces, it was several days 
before electricity was restored.

Residents in the worst-affected 
areas have vented their frustrations 
by setting piles of trash on fire or 
banging on pots and pans.

‘Living through a war’
Cuba is reeling from its worst 

economic crisis in decades – one 
made worse by the fuel blockade 
imposed by US President Donald 
Trump in January as part of a 
pressure campaign aimed at 
ending six decades of communist 
rule.

UNE says the fuel shortages 
have made the national grid more 
susceptible to outages, and made 
the use of emergency generators 
all but impossible.

“This situation is mainly due to 
the state of our electrical system, 
exacerbated by the decisions of the 
United States,” Energy and Mines 
Minister Vicente de la O Levy said 
on Tuesday at a press conference.

“We are practically living 
through a war,” he said, adding 
that there is a “total absence of 
fuel” and the government cannot 
obtain spare parts for its plants.

Relations between Washington 
and Havana have been tense since 
the start of the year, especially since 
US forces snatched Venezuelan 
leader Nicolás Maduro from his 
home in early January and brought 
him to the US to face federal 
charges.

Maduro had long been a 
staunch ally of Cuba.

Washington has authorised 
the arrival of only one Russian 
tanker – carrying 100,000 tonnes 
of crude – which came in March. 
Those reserves have since been 
exhausted.

In addition to its oil blockade, 
the Trump administration has 
ramped up sanctions against 
Cuban state-owned businesses, 
prompting many foreign 
businesses to suspend operations 
in the country.

The United States has also 
indicted former president Raúl 
Castro, brother of revolutionary 
leader Fidel Castro, over the 
downing of two civilian planes 
three decades ago.

Late last month, Cuban 
Foreign Minister Bruno Rodríguez 
said “no progress” had been made 
in months of bilateral discussions.

– AFP

A beach vendor receives payment through Brazil’s PIX instant payment system at 

Copacabana Beach in Rio de Janeiro last Thursday. It started as a payment tool and 

became a source of national pride. In just a few years, PIX established itself as the 

dominant payment method in Latin America’s largest economy. But in the process, it 

stepped on the toes of powerful credit-card interests in the United States.          – AFP

 

Canada’s Foreign Minister Anita Anand (left) shakes hands with her Brazilian 

counterpart Mauro Vieira during the fifth bilateral Strategic Partnership Dialogue 
at São Paulo’s State Industry Federation (FIESP) headquarters in São Paulo on 

Tuesday.                     – AFP 

Why does Brazil’s PIX payment 
system bother Trump?

Power restored across 
Cuba after 3rd outage 

in 2 weeks

Canada wants to close Mercosur deal before end of 2026
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ARLINGTON – Kylian 
Mbappe rued the end of 
France’s World Cup dream 

on Tuesday, blaming tactical and 
technical blunders for his side’s 
2-0 semi-final defeat to France.

Mbappe had emerged as one 
of the stars of the tournament 
during France’s run to the last 
four, rattling in eight goals at the 
tip of a free-scoring attack that 
delighted fans worldwide.

But the 27-year-old French 
captain’s dreams of a third straight 
World Cup final appearance ended 
abruptly as Spain outplayed Les 
Bleus at the AT&T Stadium in 
Arlington, Texas.

Mbappe told French broad-
caster M6 that the loss had been 
a “huge disappointment” for the 
French squad.

“I don’t think we played the 
match we wanted to play - whether 
tactically, technically, or in terms 
of our overall performance level,” 
Mbappe said.

“And when you don’t do what 
you’re supposed to do in a World 
Cup semi-final, you don’t win,” 
the Real Madrid star added.

“Our goal was to press them 
high up the pitch to prevent 
them from settling into that slow, 
controlled rhythm - because when 
it comes to controlling the game, 
they are better than us. We failed 
to do that.”

Mbappe pinpointed the crux 
of the problem in midfield, where 
France’s duo of Adrien Rabiot 
and Aurelien Tchouameni rapidly 
found themselves over-run by 
Spain’s triumvirate of Rodri, Dani 
Olmo and Fabian Ruiz.

“We kept finding ourselves 
outnumbered 3-on-2 in midfield,” 
Mbappe said. “And against Spain, 
that’s a real problem...When you 
put it all together, the result is a 
defeat. It’s a huge disappointment.”

Mbappe said France’s 
crestfallen squad were determined 
to bounce back after digesting the 
lessons of the loss.

“It was a dream for us to reach 
the final, to give our country the 
chance to keep dreaming and to 
make history,” he said.

“Now, it is something we have 
to face with our heads held high. 
I believe that when you win, you 
win with your head held high; so 
when you lose, you have to lose 
with your head held high, too.

“But right now, there is 
immense disappointment. I find 
it hard to put into words just how 
disappointed the squad and I are.

“Yet even if it might seem a 
bit robotic at times, we have to 
pick ourselves up, go on vacation, 
and move on to the next chapter. 
Because football waits for no one. 
We have to start over, put this failure 
behind us, and learn from it.” – AFP

‘Immense disappointment’: 
Mbappe rues end 

of World Cup dream

France’s forward Kylian 
Mbappe reacts during the 
2026 World Cup football 
tournament semi-final against 
Spain at the Dallas Stadium in 
Arlington on Tuesday. - AFP

Football

LONDON – England 1966 
World Cup winner Nobby Stiles 
died with a brain condition caused 
by repeatedly heading a football, a 
coroner’s court ruled yesterday.

Stiles, a former Manchester 
United midfielder, died almost 
six years ago aged 78 with severe 
dementia and had headed a football 
around 140,000 times during his 
career, Stockport Coroner’s Court 
in northwest England heard at the 
inquest into his death.

Expert analysis of his brain 
showed his severe dementia was as 
a result of Alzheimer’s disease but 
also the condition, chronic traumatic 
encephalopathy (CTE), which has 
been associated with head trauma 
from heading a ball.

Neuro-pathology expert Dr 
Daniel Du Plessis told the court: 
“I’m quite convinced his heading 
the football that many times has 
caused his CTE.”

Alison Mutch, senior coroner for 
South Manchester, asked Dr Du Plessis: 
“You are saying repeated heading of the 
ball is the cause of his CTE?”

“Yes,” Dr Du Plessis replied.
Norbert “Nobby” Stiles was 

capped 28 times by England 
and played nearly 400 times for 
Manchester United.

Stiles’s son John, who has 
previously said football “killed” his 
father, told the hearing: “My dad 
was very humble, he just happened 
to have achieved quite a lot.”

‘Never bragged’
Mutch said to Stiles it was 

“quite strange we are having this 
conversation on a day like this”, 
with England playing Argentina in a 
World Cup semi-final later yesterday.

But Stiles said his father “never 
talked, he never bragged” about 
being a World Cup winner.

Stiles estimated his father he 
headed the ball around 40 times 
a day, for five days a week, over a 
career in the game stretching to 17 
years, calculating a “conservative” 
tally of 136,000 headers in total.

And he said footballs when his 
father played weighed around 16 
ounces (453.5 grammes) but would 
get heavier when wet.

He told the court studies have 
shown heading even a modern ball, 
which no longer absorbs water, is 
equivalent to around 80 percent of 
the impact of a boxer’s punch.

John Stiles is among dozens 
of former footballers and their 
families suing England’s governing 
Football Association, the Football 
Association of Wales and the 
English Football League over 
claims they were “negligent and in 
breach of their duty of care” to the 
former players.

Lawyers for the former players 
and their families have previously 
said football authorities knew or 
should have known repeatedly 
heading a ball in training and during 
matches was likely to cause brain 
injuries, and that the risks were 
known for decades.

But in March this year lawyers 
for the Football Association told 
the High Court it has “not been 
established by science” that heading 
a ball or “occasional” concussion 

can lead to permanent brain damage.
In January an inquest into the 

death of Gordon McQueen, 70, a 
former Leeds, Manchester United 
and Scotland defender found 
heading the ball was “likely” to 
have contributed to a brain injury 
which was a factor in his death.

McQueen was also diagnosed 
with CTE.

His TV presenter daughter, 
Hayley McQueen, said England’s 
1966 World Cup winning team had 
now been “pretty much wiped out” 
by neurodegenerative disease, with 
hat-trick hero Geoff Hurst the last 
living member of the 11 that beat 
West Germany 4-2 at Wembley.

The FA is currently phasing out 
all heading in youth football up to 
Under-11 level.  

     – AFP

Spain’s defender Pedro Porro (centre) celebrates scoring his team’s second goal during the 2026 World Spain’s defender Pedro Porro (centre) celebrates scoring his team’s second goal during the 2026 World 
Cup football tournament semi-final against France at the Dallas Stadium in Arlington on Tuesday. - AFPCup football tournament semi-final against France at the Dallas Stadium in Arlington on Tuesday. - AFP

Imran Marashli
MADRID – Roars of joy 

and honking car horns rever-
berated through Madrid on 

Tuesday as Spaniards celebrated 
their team overcoming France and 
moving to the cusp of a second 
World Cup crown.

“I am so happy and very proud 
of the team,” a euphoric Jaime 
Sanchez, 19, told AFP as thousands 
of revellers streamed out of the 
official fan zone in central Madrid 
after watching the 2-0 win.

“People didn’t give us a chance, 
but we were able to beat France and 
we will beat whoever it may be in 
the final,” the student said.

Swarms of people sporting 
Spain football shirts milled around 
central Madrid with the red and 
yellow Spanish flag draped over their 
shoulders or painted on their cheeks.

“Long live Spain!”, “I am 
Spanish!”, they chanted, capturing 
the moment on their phones and 
dancing to popular stadium tunes.

People who were turned away 
from the fan zone in Colon Square 
occupied a bus lane, sat on patches 
of grass or on walls, craning their 
necks to glimpse the giant screen.

Others crowded around overflow-

ing bars and restaurants showing the 
match and followed it from the streets.

The showdown in Arlington, 
Texas had been viewed as worthy 
of a final, with pundits pointing to 
France’s fearsome attack that boasts 
superstar Kylian Mbappe and Ballon 
d’Or winner Ousmane Dembele.

But Spain managed to snuff out 
Les Bleus as a Mikel Oyarzabal 
penalty and a goal from Pedro Porro 
took Luis de la Fuente’s side to 
Sunday’s final in New Jersey with a 
superbly controlled display.

‘Players look confident’
Before the game, 17-year-old 

student Erika Barea admitted that 
the French attack “scares me a lot, 
because the only thing I don’t want 
is for France to win”.

But she pointed to Spain’s superior 
record in recent encounters against 
France as a cause for optimism.

La Roja knocked France out of 
Euro 2024 en route to the title and 
defeated Didier Deschamps’s men in 
last year’s Nations League semi-finals.

Jaime Lopez, a 19-year-old 
music student, had insisted Spain’s 
collective strength was enough to 
get over the line against star-studded 
France - and he was right.

“In general, I think they form a 

good team. They don’t have very 
big stars, but they have a good team 
that knows how to play well,” he 
told AFP.

The form of Spain forward 
Lamine Yamal, who celebrated his 19th 
birthday on Monday, had been subject 
to scrutiny after he arrived at the World 
Cup still recovering from an injury.

Yet the teenage superstar played 
an important role as he won the 
first-half penalty that broke the 
deadlock.

“I think he’s been getting 
better,” insisted Celia Vazquez, a 
50-year-old administrator who lives 
in Barcelona.

“He’s been a bit quiet, but 
always when you go out onto the 
pitch, being in a game like that, I 
think it motivates you, you get fired 
up,” Vazquez said.

Contemplating the prospect of 
Spain repeating their 2010 World 
Cup triumph in South Africa, student 
Sanchez remembered celebrating 
with his family as a young child and 
hoped to live the experience again.

“Enjoy this moment as much as 
possible, you only live it, not once 
in life, but twice if we win this 
World Cup,” he said.      – AFP
More World Cup pictures on page 16

Viva! Delirium in Madrid as Spain Viva! Delirium in Madrid as Spain 
reach World Cup !nal

Court rules England World Cup winner died from brain injury linked to heading
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Barnaby Chesterman
NEVERS, France 

– Norwegian Soren 
Waerenskjold launched a 

long-range sprint to claim victory at 
the Tour de France yesterday in the 
fastest stage in the race’s history.

Dutchman Olav Kooij, who 
won the fifth stage, took second 
at the end of the 161km 11th stage 
from Vichy to Nevers with Belgian 
Milan Fretin promoted from fourth 
to third after his compatriot Jasper 
Philipsen was demoted.

At an average speed of 50.91kph, 
it was the fastest ever road stage in 
the 113 editions of the Tour.

“It means everything, it’s 
my biggest win so far,” said the 
26-year-old who was second in 
the seventh stage to Bordeaux 
and last year won the Omloop Het 
Nieuwsblad one-day classic.

“When I came here, I knew that 
there are two or three guys that are 
faster than me, but if I’m lucky and 
I have a good sprint like today, then 
it’s possible.

“Sometimes I have really good 
confidence and I believe in myself, 
but there’s many, many times 
where I feel super tired and it’s 
impossible to win here.”

Once again, there was a fairly 
disjointed sprint finish with none 
of the teams able to organise a 
sprint train to set up their fast man.

Kooij’s lead-out rider Cees 
Bol launched off the front as 
the main sprinters hesitated, but 
Waerenskjold was the first to chase 
after the Dutchman.

He instantly put several bike 
lengths of daylight between 
himself and the rest and although 
both Kooij and Philipsen caught 
him by the line, they did not have 
enough strength to edge past 
Waerenskjold.

Belgian Tim Merlier, who had 
won the seventh and eighth sprint 
stages, finished a disappointing 14th.

Eritrean Biniam Girmay finish 
fifth to cut Mads Pedersen’s lead 

in the sprinters’ green jersey 
competition to 43 points after the 
Dane could finish only 10th.

It was the second Tour stage 
victory for the Norwegian Uno-X 
Mobility team, which is in its first 
year as a World Tour outfit, after 
Jonas Abrahamsen succeeded once 
last year.

The team also held the yellow 
jersey for two stages this year with 
Torstein Traeen before he crashed out 
with a concussion and broken ribs.

‘Strong breakaway’
Reigning champion Tadej 

Pogacar finished safely in the pack to 
retain his overall lead of more than 
three and a half minutes to two-time 
former winner Jonas Vingegaard.

He put down the rapid pace 
partly to the strength of the 
breakaway riders.

“There was a lot of chance for 
the breakaway to go to the finish line, 
and the sprint teams, they control 
and they need to catch them,” said 
the 27-year-old world champion.

“Today was a strong breakaway, 
that’s why the speed has to be high.

“Once we caught them, we 
slowed down immediately and it was 
so funny to ride from 5km to 2km to 
go - we ride the slowest of all day.

“The biggest reason is also the 
tailwind. With the headwind will 
be much, much less speed.

“But when you have such a 
strong breakaway in front, you go 
fast.”

A four-man breakaway had set 
off early into the stage which began 
in the ancient spa town of Vichy.

They were never allowed a 
longer leash than 1min 40sec 
and four became three when 
Frenchman Julian Alaphilippe, a 
former world champion and yellow 
jersey-wearer, was dropped on a 
short climb with around 40km left.

But Anthon Charmig, Mathis 
Le Berre and Nelson Oliveira 
collaborated well together to resist 
the inevitable return of the peloton.

With 10km to ride their lead 
was down to just 20sec.

But within four kilometres, 
their resistance was over and the 
expected sprint took centre stage.

– AFP

Waerenskjold wins fastest ever 
Tour de France stage

Uno-X Mobility team’s Norwegian rider Soren Waerenskjold celebrates on the 
podium after winning the 11th stage of the 113th Tour de France cycling race, 161,3 km 
between Vichy and Nevers in central France, yesterday.            – AFP

Athletics

BUDAPEST – Olympic champi-
on and world record holder Armand 
Duplantis won the men’s pole vault 
at the Istvan Gyulai Memorial in 
Budapest on Tuesday, clearing 6.07 
meters before narrowly missing a 
world record attempt at 6.32 meters.

The Swede entered the competi-
tion at 5.80 meters and comfortably 
cleared 5.90, 6.00 and 6.07. After 
securing victory with all of his rivals 
eliminated, Duplantis raised the bar 
to 6.32 meters, one centimeter higher 
than his own world record of 6.31.

His third and final attempt came 
agonizingly close before he clipped 
the bar on his way down.

“I’ll be back here in September 
as an ambassador for the World 
Athletics Ultimate Championship,” 
Duplantis said. “I hope to break the 
world record again. That’s always 
my ultimate goal.”

Another standout performance 
came from 20-year-old American 
hurdler Ja’Kobe Tharp, the newly 
crowned world record holder in the 
men’s 110-meter hurdles.

Tharp, who ran 12.75 seconds to 
break the 14-year-old world record 
at the NCAA Outdoor Track and 
Field Championships on June 10, 
dominated Tuesday’s race from the 
start and eased up over the closing 
meters to win in 12.85 seconds. 
The time was the second-fastest in 
the world this year behind his own 
world record and earned him his 
first professional victory.

2024 Olympic 100-meter cham-

pion Julien Alfred of Saint Lucia 
won the women’s race in 10.87 
seconds, while Olympic champion 
Gabrielle Thomas captured the 
women’s 200 title in 21.83 as Amer-
icans swept the podium. Olympic 
100-meter hurdles champion Masai 
Russell won in 12.33 seconds as the 
United States also claimed the top 
three places in that event.

Cameroon’s Emmanuel Eseme 
won the men’s 100 in 9.99 seconds, 
the only athlete to break the 
10-second barrier.

Canada’s Olympic and world 
champion Ethan Katzberg won the 
men’s hammer throw with a season-
leading 83.64 meters. Australia’s 
world champion Nicola Olyslagers 
took the women’s high jump with a 
clearance of 2 meters, while Italy’s 
Leonardo Fabbri won the men’s 
shot put with 22.04 meters.

Named after renowned 
Hungarian sports journalist Istvan 
Gyulai, the meeting has grown into 
one of the premier events on the 
World Athletics Continental Tour 
Gold circuit, regularly attracting 
many of the world’s leading athletes.

Organizers said this year’s 
meeting featured athletes from 51 
countries and regions, including 
nine 2024 Olympic champions and 
five reigning world champions.

Budapest will host the 
inaugural World Athletics Ultimate 
Championship from September 
11 to 13, bringing together world 
record holders, Olympic champions, 
world champions and the season’s 
top-ranked athletes.            – Xinhua

Badminton

TOKYO – Two badminton 
veterans enjoyed 16 minutes of 
fame at the Japan Open yesterday 
when they appeared in the main 
draw of a high-level tournament 
after a lifetime of trying.

Fifty-year-old Kar Lung Chun 
and his 40-year-old partner Karen 
Yun Qiao Feng were drafted in to 
compete in the mixed doubles in 
Tokyo after a slew of withdrawals.

The pair, who represent Eng-
land, had never competed together 
and have spent their careers slog-
ging it out in badminton’s lower-
level tournaments.

Chun has won only five 
matches in his international career, 
while Feng’s sole victory came in 
a walkover.

They were no match for their 
opponents at the Japan Open, 
losing 21-2, 21-6 to Denmark’s 
European champions Mathias 
Christiansen and Alexandra Boje 
in just over a quarter of an hour.

Chun said it was “an amazing 
experience” to play in a Super 750 
tournament - the second-highest 
level on badminton’s world tour.

“We couldn’t sleep well when 
we learnt we could make the main 
draw,” said the bespectacled Chun, 
who was born in Hong Kong and 
lives in Liverpool.

“This is such a big tournament. 
We feel so happy.”

Both Chun and Feng devote 
themselves full-time to badminton 
and do not have other jobs.

But their lives are very 
different to the sport’s top stars 

such as South Korea’s women’s 
number one An Se-young.

Feng said she and Chun did 
not expect to win any games in 
Tokyo and that she entered the 
competition “to challenge myself”.

“It was a dream to try this kind 
of level,” she said.

Chun said he plans which 
tournaments to enter each year 
when the calendar comes out at the 
start of a season.

Even though success has 
proven difficult to come by, he 
says staying motivated is not a 
problem.

“You have to always talk to 
yourself – ‘you can make it, you 
can make it’,” he said.

“If you don’t give up, anything 
can happen. Now we’ve proved 
that.”     – AFP

SOUTHPORT, United 
Kingdom - British Open 
golf chiefs have no plans 

to alter Sunday’s final round sched-
ule at Royal Birkdale should Eng-
land reach the football World Cup 
final.

R&A officials hope to have 
the 154th edition of golf’s oldest 
major championship wrapped up in 
Southport, northwest England, by 
1740 GMT (1:40 a. m. Monday in 
Macau) on Sunday, provided there 
is no need for a play-off.

They believe that would allow 
plenty of time before the showpiece 
football match kicks-off at 1900 
GMT in East Rutherford, New Jersey.

But no final decision would be 
made until the outcome of Eng-
land’s semi-final against Argentina 
yesterday is known, with Spain 
already into the final after beating 
France 2-0 on Tuesday.

“I’m an England football fan, so it 
would be a great problem to have,” said 
R&A chief executive Mark Darbon.

“But I guess also, because I’m 
an England football fan, we should 
also wait to see how the semi-final 
goes before we get too far ahead,” 
he added, with England having won 
the World Cup just once - on home 
soil back in 1966.

“Of course in the background, 
we’ve been doing a lot of thinking 
about this,” explained Darbon. “Our 
final putt is currently scheduled for 
around 6.40 p.m. (1740 GMT) on 
Sunday.

“We think that, even if we go 
to a three-hole play-off, we’ve got 
time to complete the championship.

“So at this stage, no plans to 
alter anything, but we’ll maintain 
that under review and finalise our 
position after the semi-final.”

Some 300,000 spectators are 
expected at Royal Birkdale this 
week, including for four practice 
rounds, with the tournament proper 
starting today.

Unsavoury on-course incidents 
involving fans at last year’s Ryder 
Cup and June’s US Open have led 
to renewed concerns over spectator 
behaviour at golf tournaments and 
how best for the sport’s authorities 
to respond.

Darbon, while “very proud of 
the way our spectators behave,” 
at the British Open, said officials 
would have no qualms in ejecting 
trouble-makers.

“We feel it’s within our gift, if 
someone does step over the line, 
to ask them to leave the venue,” he 
said.       – AFP

British Open chiefs have no plan 
to change schedule if England 

reach World Cup !nal

Duplantis wins Budapest pole 
vault, misses world record bid

Badminton underdogs enjoy ‘amazing’ 
16 minutes of fame in Japan
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Eléonore Sens
BANC D’ARGUIN, Mauritania – 

Since he was old enough to climb into 
a boat, Samata Mahmoud has been 
fishing the vast, dune-lined waters of 
Mauritania’s Banc d’Arguin bay, living 
a centuries-old lifestyle threatened by 
climate change and overfishing.

Mahmoud is a member of the 
Imraguen fishing-based community, a 
desert people who have spent centuries 
developing practices in harmony with 
nature, living in the area where the 
Sahara meets the Atlantic.

At the first light of dawn the village 
of Iwik stirs to life, white sails unfurling 
across the bay’s calm waters.

With motors banned, the only 
vessels gliding about are “lanches”, 
small sailboats said to have originated 
from ancient ties with the Spanish 
Canary Islands.

Banc d’Arguin National Park, which 
was designated a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site in 1989 and is located on Mauritania’s 
northern coast, is home to some 4,000 
Imraguen people, the only population 
permitted to live within the reserve.

The area attracts an abundance of 
migratory birds, marine mammals and 
diverse fish species, nourished by cold, 
nutrient-rich deep-water upwellings and 
abundant seagrass beds.

The Imraguen have developed a 
unique method of wading-based fishing, 
practised only in the summer.

At low tide, two fishermen stretch a 
long, slender net measuring dozens of 
metres across a mudflat, while a third 
uses a pole to strike the water, driving 
fish into the trap.

Increasing scarcity
His face protected from the scorching 

sun by a white turban, Mahmoud lifts 
several sea breams and a grouper into 
the boat.

“The fish aren’t the same as before”, 
said the boat’s captain, a man in his 60s, 
who noted a decline in certain species 
like yellow mullet.

Fishing activity within the park is 
strictly regulated, but the combined 
effects of climate change and overfishing 
outside the zone pose a direct threat.

“Fish quantity in the Imraguen 

In Mauritania, Imraguen people’s desert-
ocean paradise is under threat

ROME – US actress Ellen Burstyn, best known for 
her roles in “The Exorcist” and “Alice Doesn’t Live Here 
Anymore”, will receive a lifetime achievement award at 
this year’s Venice film festival, organisers said on Tuesday.

The 93-year-old, who has starred in over 150 films, 
said she was “so honoured” by the decision to award her 
the Golden Lion.

“Wow! I not only get to travel to one of my top most 
favourite cities in the whole world. I get to return home 
carrying a Golden Lion in my arms!” she was quoted by 
the festival as saying.

This year’s edition will run between September 2 
and 12 and the jury will be led by US actress Maggie 
Gyllenhaal.

Burstyn was elevated to global stardom by the success of 
William Friedkin’s 1973 film “The Exorcist”, in which she 
played the mother of a pre-teen girl possessed by demonic forces.

She went on to win the Oscar for Best Actress for Martin 
Scorsese’s 1974 “Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore”, and 
her 60-year acting career has since seen her win accolades 
for performances on film, stage and television.

The Venice Festival’s Artistic Director Alberto Barbera 
said Burstyn was “an actress of rare intensity and truth”.

She has brought “depth and complexity to unforgettable 
female characters embodying the contradictions and trans-
formations in the contemporary woman,” he said.   – AFP

US actress Ellen Burstyn to 
get Venice Lifetime award

Samata Mahmoud recovers a 
fishing net at Banc D’Arguin 
National Park off the coast of 
Iwik, on April 25, 2026. – AFP 

Mohamed poses holding two rays at Banc d’Arguin 
National Park in Tin Aloule, on April 24, 2026. – AFP

Samata Cheikha holds up a pole draped with fishing nets as he sails on an 

Imraguen traditional boat, known as “lanche”, at Banc d’Arguin National 

Park off the coast of Iwik, on April 25, 2026. – AFP 

LOS ANGELES – The Writers Guild of America (WGA) 
filed a lawsuit on Tuesday to block Paramount Skydance’s 
proposed takeover of Hollywood studio Warner Bros. 
Discovery, arguing the US$110 billion acquisition would 
violate federal antitrust law and harm writers.

This latest hurdle came a day after California and 11 
other states launched separate suits to block the merger.

With Tuesday’s lawsuit, one of Hollywood’s powerful labour 
unions hopes to undo the US Department of Justice’s approval.

Many claim the merger will result in massive job cuts in 
an industry that has been under siege from consolidations 
and layoffs.

“The proposed Paramount-Warner Bros. merger threatens 
the economic and creative health of the American entertainment 
industry,” the WGA complaint said, adding the merger “would 
eliminate competition for buying film and television writing, 
resulting in suppressed compensation, worse deal terms, and 
reduced programming volume and diversity.”

The owners of Paramount Skydance, the Ellison family, 
are close to US President Donald Trump and the deal would 
give them control of CBS News and CNN, along with film 
studios Paramount Pictures and Warner Bros., and streaming 
platforms Paramount+ and HBO Max.

“With fewer competitors, the merged Paramount-Warner 
Bros. entity would have both the incentive and the ability 
to lower costs by suppressing writers’ wages and reducing 
output. Writers will be paid less and have fewer employment 
opportunities,” the Writers Guild said in its complaint.

Paramount engaged in a bidding war against Netflix to 
land Warner Bros., and argues the deal will create a strong 
rival to Netflix, Amazon and Apple.

To win support, the conglomerate has pledged to release 
at least 30 films a year that will remain in cinemas for a 
minimum of 45 days.

The US legal proceedings are being watched in the 
United Kingdom and European Union, where regulators 
have yet to approve the deal.               – AFP

Writers union sues to 
block US Paramount deal

people’s zones have fallen to less than 
30 percent of what they were 10 years 
ago. There is real pressure on the fish”, 
Abderrahmane Chevif Bouhobeiny, 
president of the Association for the 
Safeguarding and Preservation of 
Imraguen Culture, told AFP.

Mohamed Ahmed Jeyid, a 
researcher at the Mauritanian Institute of 
Oceanographic and Fisheries Research, 
described a “disruption” in the Banc 
d’Arguin ecosystem, from warming 
waters to acidification and changes in 
upwelling patterns.

He has also witnessed a collapse 
in the stock of certain species such as 
mullet, whose catch has dropped by 
two-thirds since 2017.

“Climate change and overfishing 
directly threaten the food security, 
income and cultural practices of the 
Imraguen people”, he said.

Pivot in practices
But it is also a “decline in the 

transmission of traditional knowledge” 
and new economic forces that are 
contributing to the loss of a way of life, 
said Nami Salihy, director of the Banc 
d’Arguin National Park.

Many young Imraguen are turning 
from ancestral practices as they move 
to cities or adopt new, more profitable 
fishing techniques.

Mohamed Lemine Jededou mends 
a net in front of his small shack in the 
Banc d’Arguin village of Tin Aloule.

In the past, the Imraguen made nets and 
fishing tools out of tree fibres, the 76-year-
old told AFP, reflecting nostalgically on 
the “simple life” his people once led.

But “fishing has changed” and 
the population has grown, the sun-
weathered fisherman said.

As for the Imraguen women, they 
continue to handle the processing: 
drying the fish, extracting oil and 
making jewellery with the bones.

Drying was a way to preserve the 
fish before the arrival of ice and rapid 
transportation.

Under a small tent surrounded by 
children, Mariam Bilal cuts open and guts 
small fish before hanging them to dry.

“Our life is the fish that comes 
from the sea. If there is no fish, there is 
nothing”, said the 68-year-old, draped in 
a crimson garment that covered most of 
her body.

“The Imraguen life we knew no 
longer exists”, she said.

On the shores of Tin Aloule, 28-year-
old Ahmed Amaida Khaliva unloaded 
his boats’ abundant catch into a truck 
bound for Nouakchott.

His crates were full of catfish.
“We didn’t used to fish for them 

because they were worthless, but now we 
catch them because the other fish have 
disappeared”, said the young boat owner.

He remains philosophical on the 
matter: “What God takes with one hand, 
he gives back with the other”, he said.

– AFP

US actress Ellen 
Burstyn attends 
the “Law & Order” 
25th Anniversary 
Celebration in 
New York City on 
January 6, 2026. 

– AFP 
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WORLD CUP POST-SCRIPT

Spain’s defender Pau Cubarsi (left) comforts France’s forward Desire Doue 
after the 2026 World Cup football tournament semi-final between France and 
Spain at the Dallas Stadium in Arlington on Tuesday.             – AFP

Spain’s players celebrate after winning the 2026 World Cup football tournament semi-
final against France at the Dallas Stadium in Arlington on Tuesday.   – AFP

Argentine fans cheer during a flag-waving gathering on the eve of the 2026 World Cup football 
tournament semi-final against England, at the Underground in Atlanta on Tuesday. – AFP

A supporter wearing the jersey of France’s forward Kylian Mbappe sits with a 
woman on the bank of the River Seine in Paris after France lost the 2026 FIFA 
World Cup semifinal against Spain on Tuesday. – AFP

Spain’s supporters celebrate victory at the end of the 2026 World Cup semi-final against 
France on a giant screen in ‘Madrid Rio’ fan zone in Madrid on Tuesday.  – AFP

A football fan reacts as she watches a live broadcast of the 2026 FIFA World Cup 
semi-final between France and Spain, won 2-0 by Spain, during a public viewing 
in Ternate, North Maluku, Indonesia yesterday.  – AFP


