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Xi meets Kazakh president in 
Shanghai

President Xi Jinping yesterday met with Kazakh President 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev in Shanghai. Tokayev is in China to 
attend the 2026 World Artificial Intelligence Conference and 
High-Level Meeting on Global AI Governance.  – Story on p. 7

US limits stays of students, 
journalists

US President Donald Trump’s administration finalised 
rules yesterday that impose stricter limits on how long foreign 
students and journalists can stay in the US, the latest bid to 
tighten legal immigration in the country.      –  Story on p. 11

US unveils new 25 pct tari! on 
certain imports from Brazil

Washington has announced a new 25 percent tariff on 
various imports from Brazil, accusing the Latin American 
giant of unfair trade practices and policies. 

  – Story on p. 12 

Tony Wong
Macau’s total reported crimes 

dropped 1.1 percent year-on-year in 
the first half of this year to 6,628, 
down from 6,699 in the same 
period last year. Meanwhile, police 
investigated 1,278 gaming-related 
crimes – a 12.2 percent increase – 
Secretary for Security Chan Tsz 
King announced yesterday.

According to Chan, fraud cases 
fell 10.8 percent year-on-year to 
1,006, down from 1,128. Among 
these, phone scams dropped 15.7 
percent to 113, while online fraud 
fell 47.9 percent to 170.

Consequently, the combined 
number of phone scams and online 
fraud cases stood at 283, a year-
on-year decrease of 38.5 percent. 
Chan said this highlighted the 
effectiveness of police anti-fraud 
efforts and a significant increase in 
public awareness.

Chan noted that victims of 
online investment fraud, online 
romance scams, and fake law 
enforcement phone scams typically 
suffered more substantial financial 

losses than those targeted by other 
types of scams.

Chan announced the January-
June crime statistics during a press 
conference yesterday at the S. Fran-
cisco Barracks, where his office is 
located. He noted that the Office of 

the Secretary for Security (GSS) 
has adjusted its release schedule, 
shifting from quarterly press con-
ferences to holding them every six 
months. However, the office will 
continue to publish quarterly crime 
statistics on its website as usual.

Police recorded 129 violent 
crime cases in the first half of the 
year, up 4 percent year on year. 
The period saw no homicides, no 
kidnappings, and only one case of 
grievous bodily harm, compared 
to one homicide and two grievous 

Total crimes dip 1.1 pct in H1, but 
gaming crimes rise 12.2 pct

bodily harm cases in the first half of 
last year.

Rape cases rose by five year-on-
year to 22. Chan said over 70 percent 
of the victims were non-locals, with 
most incidents occurring in hotel 
guestrooms. He added that some cases 
involved financial disputes between 
the victims and suspects, and police 
have not ruled out the possibility 
that the arguments stemmed from 
commercial sex work.

Continued on p.5

Flanked by officials under his portfolio, Secretary for Security Chan Tsz King (centre) speaks during yesterday’s press 
conference at S. Francisco Barracks.                  – Photo: Tony Wong

29 countries sign agreement on establishing 
World AI Cooperation Organization

SHANGHAI –Twenty-nine countries yesterday 
signed an agreement in Shanghai on establishing 
the World Artificial Intelligence Cooperation 
Organization. (Story about 2026 World AI Conference 
(WAIC) & High-Level Meeting on Global AI 
Governance in Shanghai on p.7)                  – Xinhua 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi, also a member of the Political 
Bureau of the Communist Party of China (CPC) Central 
Committee, attends the signing ceremony and signs the 
agreement on establishing the World Artificial Intelligence 
Cooperation Organization (WAICO) on behalf of the Central 
People’s Government in Shanghai yesterday.         – Xinhua

WASHINGTON, DC – A 
teleprompter operator for Donald 
Trump has been suspended over 
allegations he placed bets with a 
prediction market on the content 
of the president’s speeches, the 
White House said early today 
(Macau time).

White House Press Secretary 
Karoline Leavitt said the teleprompter 
operator was put on unpaid 
administrative leave on the orders of 
the president and “will no longer be 
working at the White House.”

Trump “believes it’s deeply 
unfortunate and frankly a 
disgrace,” Leavitt said of the 
technician’s alleged actions.

“There are very strict ethical 

guidelines here at 
the White House that 
explicitly state not to 
do this,” she said.

According to ABC News, 
Gabriel Perez allegedly made 
more than US$100,000 with bets 
placed on the prediction market 
Kalshi about specific words or 
phrases that would appear in the 
president’s speeches.

Kalshi alerted the Commodity 
Futures Trading Commission 
to what was seen as suspicious 
activity and Perez, who has been 
operating Trump’s teleprompter 
since 2016, is currently in 
settlement talks with the market 
regulator, ABC News said. – AFP

Trump teleprompter operator 
suspended over betting 

allegations: White House
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Armindo Neves
The Macau Productivity and 

Technology Transfer Centre (CPTTM), 

a public-private partnership, has 

served 20,000 small- and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs) since its 

founding 30 years ago, Board of 

Directors Chairman Eric Yeung 

Tsun Man announced at the cen-

tre’s 30th anniversary ceremony 

yesterday.

The event was held at Macau 

Tower in Sai Van.

Yeung noted that the centre was 

founded in 1996 and has grown 

alongside Macau’s development 

over the past three decades. 

From its early days driving the 

transformation of the garment 

industry and promoting certification 

by the International Organisation for 

Standardisation (ISO), it has assisted 

local companies in obtaining more 

than 700 ISO certificates since its 

establishment, he pointed out. 

The centre’s fashion design 

programmes have trained more than 

500 local professionals, Yeung added. 

To date, the centre has provided over 

20,000 training courses, involving 

more than 450,000 participants and 

serving over 20,000 SMEs.

Yeung also underlined that 

young people trained by the centre 

have won a cumulative total of 16 

world championships and 14 run-

ner-up positions in the Microsoft 

Office Specialist World Champion-

ship. He emphasised that the centre 

will continue to align with govern-

ment policy directions, cultivating 

outstanding local talent and enhanc-

ing their international perspective 

and professional capabilities.

Dora Ng’s 4 expectations 
Secretary for Economy and 

Finance Dora Ng Wai Han outlined 

four key expectations for the 

CPTTM in her speech at the event.

First, strengthen the foundation 

of quality and enhance the “Made 

in Macao” brand. The CPTTM 

should continue to improve the 

“M-Mark”* quality certification 

scheme and relevant international 

certification systems, using high 

standards to guide local industries 

and distinctive products to raise 

their quality. This would help 

enterprises expand into the Greater 

Bay Area (GBA) and Portuguese-

speaking markets, increasing their 

brand’s added value.

Second, empower digital 

transformation and activate new 

drivers of productivity. The centre 

should accelerate training in 

emerging technologies such as AI 

and big data, while deepening digital 

support services to help SMEs 

speed up their digital transformation 

and upgrades, thereby creating 

new competitive advantages for 

industrial development.

Third, align with industry needs 

and cultivate diverse talent. The 

centre should focus closely on the 

government’s “1+4” appropriate 

economic diversification strategy 

– particularly in areas such as 

high-tech and traditional Chinese 

medicine (TCM) – by introducing 

more internationally recognised 

professional examinations and 

certifications, creating career 

advancement pathways for young 

people in Macau.

Fourth, expand the depth of 

science popularisation and promote 

lifelong learning. The centre 

should continue to strengthen skills 

development for young people 

and public science education, 

continuously optimising its science 

education platforms to promote 

universal science literacy and 

intergenerational digital inclusion 

across Macau.

The CPTTM is a non-profit 

organisation jointly established by 

the local government and the private 

sector three decades ago. According to 

its website, its “mission is to support 

enterprises to utilise effectively new 

conceptual thinking, information 

and resources in order to increase 

the value-added of its products or 

services, the aim being to promote 

higher productivity and stronger 

competitiveness of the firm”. 

* Macao Product Quality 
Certification Scheme

CPTTM serves 20,000 SMEs in its 
30 years: chairman

Macau Productivity and Technology Transfer Centre (CPTTM) 
Chairman of the Board of Directors Eric Yeung Tsun Man 
delivers a speech during yesterday’s 30th anniversary of the 
public-private partnership at Macau Tower in Sai Van.

Secretary for Economy and Finance Dora Ng Wai Han 
addresses yesterday’s ceremony at Macau Tower.   

 – Photos: Armindo Neves

Armindo Neves
The Commission Against 

Corruption (CCAC) announced in 

a statement yesterday that it has 

uncovered a case where the head 

of a social service organisation 

fraudulently obtained Social 

Welfare Bureau (IAS) subsidies 

exceeding 13 million patacas.

According to the statement, 

the investigation revealed that the 

suspect allegedly set up a number 

of affiliated companies through 

relatives and friends. Since the 

organisation began its operations, 

these companies have consistently 

won multiple procurement contracts 

funded by the IAS – including for 

equipment and food supplies – by 

allegedly manipulating the bidding 

process through bid-rigging to 

inflate prices.

The statement also noted 

that the suspect used his or her 

authority to influence contract 

awards to obtain illicit profits.

The statement did not reveal 

the name of the organisation, nor 

did it disclose the surname and 

gender of the suspect

The suspect, along with the 

involved relatives and friends, is 

alleged to have committed fraud 

involving a ‘considerably high 

value’ under Macau’s Penal Code, 

the CCAC said. The Examining 

Magistracy (JIC) has ordered 

the person-in-charge to be held 

in pre-trial custody and imposed 

non-custodial restrictive measures 

on the remaining suspects, the 

statement said, adding that the 

case has been referred to the Social 

Welfare Bureau for follow-up

The Social Welfare Bureau 

announced in a separate statement 

last night that it is paying close 

attention to the case.

The bureau underlined that 

all subsidised organisations must 

strictly comply with the regulations 

governing the forms of support 

granted by the Social Welfare Bureau 

to private entities carrying out social 

support activities, as well as relevant 

procurement requirements, to fulfil 

their management responsibilities 

and ensure that resources are used 

appropriately. Those in charge 

of organisations must ensure 

that procurement procedures are 

open, fair, and impartial, and 

must not abuse their positions to 

influence contract awards or obtain 

undue benefits through affiliated 

companies, the bureau said.

The bureau added that it will 

continue to strengthen its manage-

ment and oversight mechanisms, and 

further enhance integrity education 

and financial management training 

for managers and relevant personnel 

of social service organisations. This, 

the bureau said, would help prevent 

irregularities at the source, ensure 

the proper use of social service 

resources, and jointly safeguard the 

credibility and professionalism of 

the social service system. 

CCAC busts social service 
entity head for defrauding 

govt subsidy

This photo taken at Lou Lim Ioc Garden yesterday shows its entrance (left) and its bucolic pond. - Photos: Khalel Vallo

Khalel Vallo
Lou Lim Ioc Garden will begin 

renovations on Monday, with parts 

of the park temporarily closing 

as the Municipal Affairs Bureau 

(IAM) upgrades its irrigation and 

water filtration systems, according 

to an IAM statement yesterday.

According to the statement, 

the park’s irrigation and filtration 

systems have shown signs of 

ageing after years of use. The 

upgrade project aims to enhance the 

park’s facilities and environment to 

provide a more comfortable leisure 

space for the public.

The works, slated to commence 

on Monday, will involve 

replacing the systems in stages. 

Consequently, certain areas of the 

park will be cordoned off during 

different phases of the project.

The bureau noted that the 

project is expected to take around 

100 working days, though the 

actual completion date may be 

extended due to inclement weather 

or other unforeseen factors.

Visitors are urged to follow 

on-site instructions and avoid 

entering cordoned-off areas during 

the construction period to ensure 

safety. 

Lou Lim Ioc Garden to partially close 
for 100-day revamp 

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



Khalel Vallo
According to a statement by the Macao 

University of Tourism (UTM) yesterday, 
a student from the public university has 
won a silver medal in Restaurant Service 
at the WorldSkills Australia Global Skills 
Challenge, while also receiving the “Best 
in Nation” award for achieving the highest 
score among local representatives.

The WorldSkills Macao-China Team 
competed at the international skills 
competition held in Wollongong, New 
South Wales, Australia, from June 23 to 29, the 
statement said, noting that UTM Culinary 
Arts Management Year 2 student Bianca 
Mak Correia, guided by lecturer Jerome 
Keong Ming Loong, secured second place 
in the Restaurant Service category. 

The competition served as a preparatory 
event for the 48th WorldSkills Competition, 
which will take place in Shanghai this 
September, the statement said, underlining 
that the challenge attracted contestants from 
13 countries and regions competing across 
33 skill categories under judging standards 
based on the international WorldSkills 
framework. 

According to the statement, the UTM 
delegation participated in four categories 
– Restaurant Service, Cooking (Western 
Cuisine), Bakery, and Pâtisserie and 
Confectionery. 

The statement noted that the 
achievement followed months of intensive 
training by expert mentors, including 
lecturers Jerome Keong Ming Loong, 
Marieta Wong, David Charles Wiley Jr, and 
Jeffrey Lao Chak Cheong. 

During the competition, Correia 
demonstrated strong restaurant service 
techniques, communication skills and 
adaptability under international judging 
standards, the statement highlighted. Other 
UTM representatives, including Jan Tou 
Cheok Lam in Cooking (Western Cuisine), 
Chaco Choi Chi Ieng in Bakery, and Vanessa 
Fu Ho I in Pâtisserie and Confectionery, 

also showcased their professional skills and 
creativity, the statement highlighted.

The statement said that the competition 
provided valuable international experience 
for the students and allowed them to better 
understand global industry standards. The 
team will conduct further reviews and 
refine their training strategies ahead of 
the WorldSkills Competition in Shanghai, 
aiming to achieve further success on the 
international stage, the statement noted. 
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This undated handout photo provided by the 
Macao University of Tourism (UTM) yesterday 
shows WorldSkills Australia Global Skills 
Challenge (Restaurant Service) second-place 
winner Bianca Mak Correia (left) posing with 
her lecturer, Jerome Keong Ming Loong , in 
Wollongong, New South Wales, Australia, proudly 
displaying the Macao Special Administrative 
Region (MSAR) flag. 

UTM student wins silver medal 
at WorldSkills Australia Global 

Skills Challenge

This undated handout photo provided by the Public Works Bureau (DSOP) yesterday shows its workers 
removing grease from the sewers stretching from Rua dos Mercadores (營地大街) to Rua da Madeira 
(新埗頭街) in the city centre. 

Ida Cheong
During a routine cleaning of the public 

sewerage network, Public Works Bureau 
(DSOP) workers recently found a massive 
accumulation of grease in the sewers stretching 
from the city centre’s Rua dos Mercadores (營
地大街) to the Rua da Madeira (新埗頭街) 
area, and removed about 1,500 kg of grease 
over several consecutive days, according to a 
DSOP statement yesterday.

The bureau underlined that catering 
operators are mandated by law to timely 
maintain and inspect their on-site grease traps 
to ensure they function properly, the statement 
said.

The statement pointed out that accumulated 
grease causes blockages in the public drainage 
network. Beyond affecting public hygiene, it 
severely reduces the drainage capacity of the 
sewers during heavy rainstorms. The bureau 
urged the catering sector to properly fulfil its 
duty to keep grease filtration facilities in good 
condition. 

Furthermore, the bureau reminded 
merchants to cooperate with inspectors during 

grease trap checks. No permanent fixtures or 
obstructions such as shelves or refrigerators 
should be placed on top of grease traps.

The statement noted that the government 
attaches utmost importance to the issue of 
sewer blockages caused by greasy wastewa-
ter from the catering sector. With the July 
1 implementation of the latest law regulating 
restaurant and beverage businesses, penalties 
for administrative offences such as poor main-
tenance of drainage facilities, failure to keep 
equipment in normal operation, or allowing 
facilities to become filled with filth, grease, or 
residue have been significantly increased.

The fine has been raised from the previous 
range of 2,500 to 7,500 patacas to a new 
range of 10,000 to 30,000 patacas. In severe 
cases, licensing authorities may even enforce 
precautionary measures to temporarily 
close the respective business premises, the 
statement added.

For enquiries regarding the operation and 
maintenance of grease traps, please contact 
the DSOP 24-hour hotline 2866 2266 or email 
info@dsop.gov.mo. 

Public Works Bureau clears 1.5 tonnes 
of grease from sewers in city centre

Ida Cheong
Local MTel Telecom Company (MTel) 

signed strategic cooperation agreements 
yesterday with the Jiangnan University’s* 
School of Artificial Intelligence and 
Computer Science (School of Software) and 
Jiangsu Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS) 
Northwest Star Information Technology 
Company during a promotional event, aiming 
to jointly develop an all-scenario artificial 
intelligence (AI)-powered, integrated smart 
care solution tailored to local communities, 
households, and senior care institutions by 
integrating underlying telecommunication 
computing power with cutting-edge AI 
research and technology . 

The promotional event and exchange 
luncheon, themed “Smart Golden Years: Letting 
AI Become a Caring Guardian for the Elderly”, 
was held at L’Arc Hotel Macau in Nape.

MTel Chairman Michael Choi Tak 
Meng said in a speech that as a Macau-
founded fixed public telecommunications 
operator, MTel closely aligns with the Macao 
Special Administrative Region (MSAR) 
Government’s “1+4” strategy for appropriate 
economic diversification, adding that his 
company remains committed to continuously 

driving the integration of digital technology 
with local livelihood industries.

Choi pointed out that with the rapid ageing 
of Macau’s population, improving elderly 
safety at home, enhancing their quality of life, 
and preserving their dignity in their golden 
years have become key concerns for civil 
society. He highlighted that this collaboration 
is not a simple import of mature technologies 
from the Chinese mainland. Instead, it involves 
tailored adaptation to Macau’s unique living 
environments and the usage habits of elderly 
residents, aiming to develop a user-friendly, 
one-stop smart care solution that meets the 
actual needs of the local community.

Furthermore, Choi underscored that smart 
senior care is a long-term, systematic project 
that requires supportive policy direction 
from the government. He added that his 
company will continue to leverage its robust 
infrastructure network to integrate resources 
across industry, academia, and research. 

*Jiangnan University (江南大學), located 
in Wuxi, Jiangsu Province, is a prestigious 
public university directly under the Ministry 
of Education. It is renowned for its beautiful, 
water-integrated eco-campus situated near 
Lake Li (Lihu). – Gemini 

Mtel inks AI pacts with Jiangnan University 

Mtel Deputy Chief Executive Officer Mike Choi Chin Chi (left) and Prof. Qian Pengjiang of Jiangnan 
University’s School of Artificial Inelligence and Computer Science (School of Software) shake hands at the 
signing of a strategic cooperation agreement yesterday during “Smart Golden Years: Letting AI Become a 
Caring Guardian for the Elderly” promotion event at L’Arc Hotel Macau in Nape. – Photo: Ida Cheong



FRIDAY July 17, 2026The Macau Post Daily
PAGE FOUR

Your trusted source for real news 

Rui Pastorin
Macau and Guangzhou are both Greater Bay Area (GBA) cities that each have 

characteristics that make them distinct, from their recognisable cultures and architecture 
to their overall layout.

With the ongoing exhibition at 10 Fantasia gallery “Layered Realm – Visual 
Observation Study of Everyday Cities”, mainland Chinese artist Miao Jiu (喵九) 
highlights these through a show of colourful drawings on the gallery’s second floor.

Miao, an emerging urban illustrator and picture book author, uses observation and 
visual records of both cities, their culture, history and contemporary life, all the while 
blending them with a creative take, according to a statement displayed at the gallery.

Defining its title, the statement noted that it refers to the “juxtaposition and 
interweaving of multiple realities”, also representing the layering of urban spaces, 
overlapping of memories, emotions, and imaginations.

A piece that will greet visitors upon entering is one with a seemingly 3D effect, 
with a shifting blend of both cities and their recognisable characteristics found when 
viewing it from different angles. Other works one will find are a blend of bustling 
scenes of events and festivities in both cities and a unique take to highlight each 
respective place’s infrastructure and architecture, such as those that see recognisable 
landmarks stacked on top of each other.

Accompanying most of the artworks, meanwhile, are details of what is being 
depicted, along with thoughts from the artist from his first visit to Macau and his 
impressions of the city to how Macau and Guangzhou are connected through the Mid-
Autumn Festival.

The statement said the gallery hopes that exhibitiongoers will be able to slow down, 
“rediscover the genuine warmth of both cities between the familiar and the unfamiliar”, 
as well as think back at the ongoing relationship with their urban environments.

The showcase at the gallery, located on Calçada da Igreja de S. Lázaro (瘋堂斜巷), 
is entering its final run, with the event ending on July 29. One can visit from Tuesday 
through Sunday from 11:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. from Tuesday to Sunday, being closed 
on Mondays.

Multifaceted Macau, Guangzhou presented through artMultifaceted Macau, Guangzhou presented through art

Photos: Rui Pastorin
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Rui Pastorin 
Thirty projects have been 

shortlisted for the Cultural Affairs 
Bureau’s (IC) second-phase “Local 
View Power”, having been chosen 
out of the 74 submissions made 
during the open call.

The call for proposals was made 
earlier this year. 

According to a statement 
by the bureau on Wednesday, 
the 30 projects are divided into 
documentaries, short features, and 
animation, with the list of works 
available by visiting the bureau’s 
website on www.icm.gov.mo .

According to the statement, 
those shortlisted are required to 
attend a workshop organised by 
the bureau and submit “a detailed 

video production plan (including 
a detailed shooting script) and the 
respective budget plan” on or before 
August 31, while candidates will 
also be invited to a meeting with the 
jury later in September. 

Over 170 local films have been 
produced through the programme 
since 2007, as noted by the bureau in 
the Local View Power regulations. 
The programme’s overall aim is 
to “encourage the production of 
diverse local cinematic works and 
is committed to nurturing the rising 
talent of Macau’s new generation 
of filmmakers”, as noted in the 
regulations. 

One can find more programme 
details by visiting the bureau’s 
website. 

Photo courtesy of Unsplash

IC announces 30 shortlisted 
works for 2nd phase of 

‘Local View Power’ 

Rui Pastorin
The local observatory warned 

on its website yesterday that Macau 
will be experiencing more showers, 
along with a few thunderstorms, 
today as affected by an active south-
westerly airstream. 

The Meteorological and 
Geophysical Bureau (SMG) noted 
that the rainfall was expected to be 
heavy at times, with members of 
the public urged to pay attention 

to changes in weather and follow 
the alerts and warnings issued 
accordingly. 

According to the bureau’s seven-
day forecast on their website, rainy 
weather is expected to continue 
through Sunday. Sunny periods 
with a few showers will continue 
early in the week, though clearer 
skies are expected on Wednesday 
and Thursday, according to the 
seven-day weather forecast. 

Rain/thunder map screengrab taken at 1 a.m. today. – Image courtesy of Windy. 

Expect more showers, 
thunderstorms today: SMG

Total crimes dip 1.1 pct in H1, but gaming 
crimes rise 12.2 pct

Continued from p.1
Cases of child sexual abuse – 

defined as involving minors under 
the age of 14 – fell by two year-
on-year to 17. Chan said most of 
these cases involved minor sexual 
harassment or consensual sex 
between peers of similar ages.

Robberies rose by three year-
on-year to 21 cases. Most occurred 
in or around casino resorts, 
frequently involving illegal 
currency exchange dealers or loan 
sharks who were targeted during 
transactions. Drug trafficking 
cases also rose by one year-on-year 
to 31.

Of the 1,278 gaming-related 
crimes investigated, police 
recorded 259 cases of illegal 
currency exchange (up 7.9 percent), 
87 cases of loan sharking (down 
13.9 percent), and six cases of false 

imprisonment linked to gambling 
loans (down 53.8 percent).

During the press conference, 
Chan was asked about a large-scale 
“sauna” prostitution racket busted 
last month involving three active-
duty Public Security Police (PSP) 
officers and three retired Judiciary 
Police (PJ) officers.

Chan replied that corruption 
would not be tolerated under any 
circumstances, emphasising that 
the case would be handled strictly 
and impartially regardless of rank 
or position. He added that no further 
details could be disclosed at this 
time due to judicial confidentiality.

Insisting that the case was 
an isolated incident, Chan said 
a few “bad apples” should not 
overshadow the long-term 
dedication of the vast majority of 
public security personnel.

Chan said the public security 
forces are using the case as a lesson 
to review internal operational 
mechanisms and reinforce 
clean governance. He expressed 
confidence that these measures 
would strengthen integrity across 
the ranks and restore full public 
confidence in a clean police force.

Reporters also asked about the 
recent detection of multiple cases 
of illicit livestreaming of casino 
games to solicit online bets.

Chan replied that thanks to 
close cooperation from gaming 
concessionaires and swift action by 
on-site officers, the PJ has been able 
to crack down on these incidents 
immediately. He added that the 
situation “remains well under 
control” and that PJ analysis suggests 
these are isolated incidents rather 
than organised crime operations. 

MUNICH – Chinese carmaker 
XPeng’s boss said yesterday that 
the manufacturer is looking at 
underused plants run by Germany’s 
struggling auto giants as it plots an 
expansion in Europe.

“Many countries might 
potentially host a large number of 
factories in Europe,” He Xiaopeng 
told reporters in Munich.

“Of course, most are still in 
Germany.”

Suffering from US tariffs, 
slimmer margins from electric 
cars and intense competition from 
China, Germany’s carmakers have 
looked for ways to use up excess 
capacity in their plants in an 
effort to avoid costly and divisive 
closures.

Volkswagen CEO Oliver 
Blume – who on Monday told 
staff that four German factories 
might need to close as it eyes 

mass job cuts – in April floated the 
possibility of European VW plants 
making cars for the company’s 
Chinese partners.

Volkswagen has a 4.99-percent 
stake in XPeng and in China works 
with the company to develop cars 
for the local market.

Localising production in 
Europe could help Chinese 
carmakers avoid European Union 
tariffs on their electric cars.

It could also help keep local 
politicians onside as fears grow of a 
so-called “China Shock 2.0” – used 
to describe Chinese firms shift into 
more high-tech manufacturing, 
which is threatening many 
traditional European industries.

Brands including BYD, Geely 
and Chery took almost 11 percent 
of the European car market in 
May, according to automotive 
intelligence firm Dataforce, up from 

just under three percent years ago.
XPeng itself almost doubled 

its vehicle deliveries in Europe to 
31,000 in the first half of the year 
while almost tripling its deliveries 
in Germany.

Discussions about potential 
new collaborations in Europe were 
at an early stage, He stressed.

He added that XPeng – which 
currently has a deal with Austrian 
contract manufacturer Magna 
Steyr to make cars – wanted “to 
invest in Europe”.

“We’re happy to work with 
many companies, including 
Volkswagen, jointly,” He said.

“We hope that in the future 
there will be not just one, but 
even multiple different factories 
in Europe, plus different R&D 
opportunities – some for cars, some 
for robots – covering all kinds of 
work.”                   – AFP

XPeng looking at making cars 
in Germany: CEO 

HONG KONG – The Hong 
Kong Jockey Club (HKJC) 
yesterday reported that its betting 
turnover rose more than three 
percent in the latest racing season, 
as a Year of the Horse tourism 
boom helped lift growth.

In a statement, the club noted 
that its total racing wagering 
turnover for the 2025-26 season 
reached HK$143.31 billion, up 3.2 
percent compared to the preceding 
season.

“This marks an encouraging 
return to growth, reflecting the 
success of strategies introduced last 
year amid a range of challenges,” 
the club said in a statement.

It added that the increases 
were mainly driven by improved 
field sizes – the number of horses 
participating in a race – while the 
Year of the Horse has also helped 
send the club to record its best-

ever year for horse-racing tourism.
In total, the club welcomed 

a record 401,259 visits from the 
Chinese mainland and overseas 
tourists at its two local racecourses 
during the season, more than 
double the 195,768 visits seen in 
the 2024-25 season.

The latest number also marked 
an over fourfold jump compared 
to the 93,000 visits in the 2023-24 
season – before Chief Executive 
John Lee Ka-chiu first promoted 
“horse-racing tourism” in his 2024 
policy address.

“Racing tourism is already a 
top driver of sports tourism and an 
important pillar of Hong Kong’s 
tourism development,” said 
Winfried Engelbrecht-Bresges, the 
club’s German chief executive.

“In collaboration with our 
partners in Hong Kong, overseas 
and the mainland we look forward 

to welcoming many more tourists 
to our racecourses,” he said.

Separately, the club noted 
that its races in Hong Kong has 
attracted a record commingling 
turnover of HK$34.4 billion 
during the period, representing a 
rise of 8.3 percent compared to the 
2024-25 season.

In horse racing, commingling 
refers to the process of combining 
betting pools from different regions 
and betting operators into a single, 
massive, unified shared pool.

The HKJC also noted that 
the commingling turnover was 
especially high during the Chinese 
New Year Raceday in February, 
reaching HK$523.56 million to set a 
new record for a single race meeting.

That also marked the second 
year in a row that such turnover 
surpassed the HK$500 million 
mark, it added.         – RTHK, MPD

HK Jockey Club’s betting turnover up 
3pct on racing tourism boom
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Analysis
BEIJING – Against a backdrop of 

heightened geopolitical tensions and trade 
frictions weighing on the global economy, 
China has delivered solid growth in the 
first half (H1) of 2026, with the country’s 
economic performance showing renewed 
vitality and resilience.

China’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
expanded 4.7 percent year on year in H1, 
official data showed on Wednesday. This 
figure remains well within the government’s 
annual target range of 4.5 to 5 percent.

In the six-month period, China’s GDP 
increased by 3.6 trillion yuan, marking the 
largest increase for the same period in nearly 
five years, according to the National Bureau 
of Statistics (NBS).

The Chinese economy has operated within 
an appropriate range against pressure, and its 
resilience has been remarkably strong, said 
Mao Shengyong, deputy head of the NBS.

A closer look at the data reveals powerful 
pillars underpinning the vitality and resilience 
of the world’s second-largest economy, 
namely surging new growth engines, booming 
artificial intelligence (AI) and a fortified 
energy foundation.

NEW ENGINE GAINING 
MOMENTUM

How many chips does China produce 
every day? NBS spokesperson Wang Guanhua 
gave the official statistical answer: over 1.5 
billion pieces.

In H1, China’s integrated circuit output 
surged 23.1 percent year on year to 279.8 
billion units, Wang revealed at a press 
conference on Wednesday. “This number 
is enormous,” she said, calling it a vivid 
testament to the momentum driving China’s 
semiconductor industry.

Beyond integrated circuits, smart products 
including 5G smartphones, 3D printing 
devices and service robots also posted rapid 
growth. Wang noted that the quick expansion 
of these sectors epitomizes the accelerating 
transition between China’s old and new 
growth drivers.

Preliminary calculations showed that new 
growth engines contributed nearly half of 
the industrial growth, serving as key engines 
driving industrial expansion, she said.

Echoing Wang’s view, Mao further 
highlighted the contribution of new growth 
drivers to the entire economy. “New 
growth drivers, represented by high-end 
manufacturing, the digital economy and 
modern services, contributed more than 40 
percent to economic growth,” he noted.

According to Mao, new drivers 

encompass not only sectors that represent 
new technologies and emerging frontiers, but 
also traditional industries that have achieved 
green transformation, quality upgrading 
and improved performance through digital 
retrofitting.

Analysts pointed out that investment 
flows directly reflect market confidence in 
these new growth engines.

In the January-June period, investment 
in China’s high-tech industries climbed 4.6 
percent, while investment in intellectual 
property products rose by 9.4 percent year on 
year, further speeding up compared to the first 
quarter.

The structural changes in China’s economy 
demonstrate that the country’s emphasis on 
cultivating new quality productive forces has 
moved beyond policy documents and taken 
concrete shape across industries, said Yin 
Xiang, an associate researcher from Sichuan 
University, located in southwest China.

AI INDUSTRY BOOM
For economists observing China’s growth, 

“token” would be an indispensable keyword to 
describe the country’s economic performance 
in the first half of 2026.

At Wednesday’s press conference, Wang 
noted that China’s average daily token 
usage has reached several hundred trillion, 
demonstrating the vitality and potential of the 
digital and intelligent economies.

Tokens, the basic units that AI models 
use to process information, have become a 
barometer of industry development and a key 
indicator of AI adoption.

As early as March this year, national daily 
token calls exceeded 140 trillion, representing 
a more than 1,000-fold surge from 100 billion 
at the beginning of 2024, according to data 
released by the National Data Administration.

NBS data also revealed that AI-related 
industries, such as intelligent in-vehicle 
equipment manufacturing, all maintained 
growth rates exceeding 30 percent in the first 
six months of 2026.

As the AI industrial chain continues to 
evolve, China is set to see surging volumes of 
AI products. It is expected that in 2026, sales 
of AI smartphones and AI computers will 
surpass those of non-AI products for the first 
time. This follows China’s annual shipments of 
AI smartphones and other intelligent terminals 
surpassing 100 million units in 2025.

In late June, the World Economic Forum 

announced its list of newly recognized 
“lighthouse factories” – a designation for 
manufacturers that excel in deploying 
advanced technologies. Over half of the 16 
factories are located in China, a fact that 
underlines the significant achievements of 
AI and digital technologies in empowering 
manufacturing transformation, Wang said.

Luo Zhiheng, chief economist at Yuekai 
Securities, noted that China’s AI boom has 
also become a new engine driving foreign 
trade expansion, helping to meet surging 
global demand for AI-related products, 
including computing power, data centers and 
terminal equipment.

ENERGY FORTRESS
While surging token calls reflect the 

explosion of computing power in the 
digital realm, the expansion of installed 
capacity underscores solid progress in the 
physical economy, providing a stable energy 
foundation amid global energy turmoil.

Since March, geopolitical conflicts in 
the Middle East have severely disrupted 
global energy supplies. China has responded 
by ramping up domestic production while 
diversifying imports.

NBS data showed that in H1, China’s 
domestic crude oil, natural gas and electricity 
production all hit record highs for the same 
period.

In terms of electricity production, China’s 
power generation capacity reached 4.01 
billion kilowatts by the end of May, ranking 
first in the world.

With this solid foundation of 4.01 billion 
kilowatts, China is leveraging large-scale, low-
cost green electricity to build a robust energy 
base that supports industrial transformation 
and upgrading, ensures people’s livelihoods, 
and nurtures emerging industries.

Mao noted that while rising global energy 
prices have intensified inflationary pressures 
worldwide, China’s supply and price 
stabilization policies have proven effective.

Citing increasing uncertainties including 
the Middle East geopolitical tensions, the 
International Monetary Fund earlier this 
month cut its forecast for global economic 
growth this year to 3.0 percent, but raised its 
forecast for China’s full-year growth by 0.2 
percentage points, making China one of the 
few major economies to receive an upward 
revision.

The vitality 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.    – Xinhua

SHANGHAI – Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi met with Pakistan’s Deputy 
Prime Minister and Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Ishaq Dar in Shanghai 
yesterday.

Wang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China Central Committee, 
welcomed Dar, who is in China to 
attend the upcoming World Artificial 
Intelligence Conference and sign an 
agreement on establishing the World 
Artificial Intelligence Cooperation 
Organization (WAICO) on behalf of 
the Pakistani government.

Pakistan’s accession to the WAICO 
will serve the long-term interests of 

Pakistan and its people, Wang said.
Wang noted that China, as a 

responsible major country, promotes 
the establishment of the organization 
with like-minded countries, aiming 
at building international consensus, 
advancing practical cooperation 
and enhancing capacity building, so 
that all countries, especially Global 
South countries, can benefit equally 
from the development of artificial 
intelligence.

China and Pakistan should 
jointly implement the important 
consensus reached by the leaders of 
the two countries and accelerate the 
building of a closer China-Pakistan 

community with a shared future, 
Wang said.

Dar said establishing the WAICO 
is a great initiative proposed by 
China, adding that Pakistan is 
honored to be a founding member of 
the organization, and looks forward 
to strengthening cooperation with 
China in the field of artificial 
intelligence.

Dar said Pakistan stands ready 
to make all-out efforts to ensure 
the safety of Chinese personnel, 
institutions and projects in Pakistan 
and promote the continuous 
development of bilateral relations.    
                – Xinhua

Chips, tokens, kilowatts – Decoding China’s economic 
vitality, resilience in H1

Wang Yi meets Pakistani FM

BEIJING – China will 
continue to firmly support Cuba 
in safeguarding its national 
sovereignty and opposing 
external interference, a foreign 
ministry spokesperson said 
yesterday.

Spokesperson Lin Jian 
made the remarks at a daily 
press briefing in response to 

reports that senior officials of 
the US Department of Defense 
have recently studied the 
possibility of launching military 
operations against Cuba.

The United States should 
immediately cease any form 
of military threat and blockade 
against Cuba, Lin added. (More 
about Cuba on p.12)  – Xinhua

China continues to !rmly 
support Cuba in opposing 

external interference: 
foreign ministry

A staff member trains a robot to sort objects at the training venue for Embodied Artificial Intelligence 
(EAI) robots data collection in Hefei, east China’s Anhui Province, on Wednesday. In recent years, 
Hefei is actively promoting the development of intelligent robot industry, building a full-chain R&D and 
manufacturing system, and facilitating the transition of robots from laboratories to real-life scenarios. Put 
into operation in November of 2025, the training venue for Embodied Artificial Intelligence (EAI) robots data 
collection in Hefei, also called “the University for Robots”, now has about 100 training robots and covers 
a training area of 6,000 square meters. Robots here learn to do housework, carry boxes, and select goods, 
getting prepared for their work in real scenarios. This April, a robot center providing one-stop service of 
robot purchase, renting, changing, high-end customization and repairing opened in Yaohai District of Hefei. 
So far, Hefei has gathered 190 enterprises from the upstream and downstream of the EAI robot industry 
chain. The city is accelerating the process of technology transformation and commercial application in the 
meantime.                   – Xinhua 
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SHANGHAI – President Xi Jinping yesterday 
met with Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart 
Tokayev in Shanghai.

Tokayev is in China to attend the 2026 World 
Artificial Intelligence Conference and High-Level 
Meeting on Global AI Governance.

Xi said that the China-Kazakhstan permanent 
comprehensive strategic partnership has 
maintained strong momentum, demonstrating 
enormous potential for cooperation and broad 
prospects for future development.

He called on the two sides to strengthen the 
alignment of their development strategies and policies 
to continuously elevate practical cooperation.

Xi stressed the need to optimize the trade 
structure and foster new forms of business in 
cross-border e-commerce and trade in services. 
He also called for expanding cooperation in 
energy and mineral resources and accelerating the 
implementation of key projects.

Xi urged efforts to advance connectivity by 
increasing the number of direct flights and improving 
the facilitation of international road transport.

China stands ready to share technologies in 
areas such as the digital economy and artificial 
intelligence to support Kazakhstan’s digital 
transformation, Xi added.

Both sides should also work together to make 
the China-Kazakhstan Year of Cultural Exchange 

a success, and expand cooperation in education, 
science and technology, medical care, public 
health, sports and media, Xi said.

China is ready to work with Kazakhstan 
to implement the four global initiatives, and 
further coordinate and cooperate in multilateral 
frameworks, including the United Nations, the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the 
China-Central Asia mechanism, so as to jointly 
uphold international equity and justice, he said.

Tokayev said he was delighted to be in 
Shanghai, a city brimming with innovative 
vitality, to attend the World Artificial Intelligence 
Conference.

Kazakhstan views its relations with China 
as the top priority of its foreign policy, said 
Tokayev, noting that Kazakhstan looks forward to 
maintaining close high-level exchanges with China 
and strengthening practical cooperation in various 
areas, including trade, investment, transportation, 
energy, agriculture and the digital economy.

Kazakhstan is ready to maintain high-level 
coordination with China across multilateral 
platforms and actively cooperate on global AI 
governance, Tokayev said.

After the meeting, the two presidents 
witnessed the signing of a series of cooperation 
documents in the fields of economy and trade, 
transport, finance and media.         – Xinhua

BEIJING – China firmly opposes the 
National Endowment for Democracy’s so-called 
report smearing China’s foreign exchanges 
and international cooperation and propagating 
the false “China threat,” foreign ministry 
spokesperson Lin Jian said yesterday.

Lin made the remarks at a daily press briefing 
when asked to comment on the US organization’s 
report titled “Testing the Limits: China and 
Russia’s Authoritarian Influence at Scale in a 
New Period of Impunity.”

Noting that the report is riddled with lies, 
fallacies and disinformation, Lin said that it is 
ill-intended and malignant.

For years and years, the National Endowment 
for Democracy has been interfering in other 
countries’ internal affairs, committing subversion, 
stoking division and confrontation, manipulating 

and misleading public opinion, conducting 
ideological infiltration under the pretext of 
promoting democracy, which has brought 
profound damage, grown utterly discredited 
and notorious, and long been a disgrace in the 
international community, Lin said.

Lin noted that China stays committed to devel-
oping friendly cooperation with all countries on the 
basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence 
to share development opportunities, uphold inter-
national fairness and justice, and is regarded as a 
builder of world peace, contributor to global devel-
opment, and defender of international order.

“We urge relevant US institutions and 
individuals to form a right perception of China, 
abandon prejudice and arrogance, stop political 
manipulation and care more about the affairs of 
their own country,” said Lin.         – Xinhua

Xi meets Kazakh president 
in Shanghai

China opposes US organization 
smearing China’s int’l cooperation: 

spokesperson

Commentary
SHANGHAI – As artificial 

intelligence develops at an unprecedented 
pace, the 2026 World AI Conference 
(WAIC) & High-Level Meeting on 
Global AI Governance is poised to be 
a milestone event, championing the 
sound, safe, and orderly advancement 
of AI to serve global development and 
human well-being.

President Xi Jinping will attend the 
opening ceremony of the conference 
in Shanghai, scheduled from today to 
Monday, and deliver a keynote speech, 
in which he will systemically elaborate 
on China’s policies, position, visions and 
propositions regarding AI development 
and governance.

AI is a strategic technology driving 
a new round of technological revolution 
and industrial transformation. It is 
profoundly reshaping humanity’s modes 
of production and daily life. Today, a 
surge of breakthroughs in AI innovation 
presents the international community 
with both immense opportunities and 
complex challenges. Consequently, 
global AI governance has emerged as a 
universal imperative that bears upon the 
shared future of all nations.

China upholds a people-centered 
approach and the principle of AI for good 
and for all. It attaches great importance 
to AI development and governance. 
Capitalizing on its abundant data 
resources, comprehensive industrial 
ecosystem, vast application scenarios, 
and immense market potential, China 
is actively deepening AI technological 
integration with industrial innovation. 
This has fostered and expanded smart 
industries, empowering high-quality 
development and improving the quality 
of life for its people.

In recent years, China has made 
systematic and comprehensive progress 
in AI capabilities. The country’s large 
models, intelligent agents, and AI chips 
are undergoing accelerated iteration, 
with several major models reaching new 
performance milestones and embodied 
intelligence starting large-scale 
commercial application. In 2025, China’s 
core AI industry, comprising over 6,200 
enterprises, surpassed 1.2 trillion yuan 
in scale. Notably, the country’s annual 

output of humanoid robots is projected to 
exceed 100,000 units this year.

China has also engaged extensively in 
international cooperation to ensure that 
the dividends of intelligent development 
benefit people worldwide. Through its 
Global AI Governance Initiative, China 
calls on all countries to collaborate on 
risk prevention and the development 
of governance frameworks, norms, and 
standards based on broad consensus. 
This ensures that AI technologies are 
more secure, reliable, controllable, and 
equitable. China has consistently striven 
to provide global public goods in the AI 
sector, vigorously nurturing open-source 
ecosystems and promoting the global 
sharing of technological progress.

To bridge the AI and digital divides 
and ensure equitable benefits for the 
Global South, China has launched and 
implemented the AI Capacity-Building 
Action Plan for Good and for All. A 
prime example is China’s AI-powered 
MAZU early warning system, now used 
by over 40 countries to better anticipate 
and respond to extreme weather events.

AI should serve as an international 
public good for the benefit of all humanity. 
It should not be reduced to a game dictated 
by a few wealthy countries or a tool for 
maintaining technological hegemony. 
Attempts to obstruct other countries’ AI 
development through exclusive blocs or 
supply chain disruptions will only harm 
this burgeoning sector and should be 
opposed.

Global AI development now stands 
at a crucial crossroads. It is imperative to 
uphold the people-centered, AI-for-good 
principle, balance development with 
security, and practice multilateralism. The 
goal is to build a global AI governance 
system rooted in broad consensus, 
steering AI toward a beneficial, secure, 
and fair trajectory, and ensuring it better 
serves all of humanity.

For eight consecutive years, China 
has hosted the WAIC as a key platform to 
accelerate AI development. This year’s 
conference, themed “AI Partnership 
for a Brighter Future,” is expected 
to pool new wisdom for developing 
open, fair, and efficient AI governance 
mechanisms. It will mark a milestone in 
this era-defining field.         – Xinhua

Jointly advancing sound, safe, 
orderly AI development for 

human well-being

This photo taken yesterday shows the exterior of the Shanghai World Expo Exhibition and 
Convention Center. Shanghai is ushering in its biggest AI event of the year with the 2026 World 
AI Conference (WAIC) and High-Level Meeting on Global AI Governance, which runs from 
today through Monday.              – Xinhua 

President Xi Jinping (right) shakes hands with Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, who is in China to attend 
the 2026 World Artificial Intelligence Conference and High-Level Meeting on Global AI Governance, in Shanghai 
yesterday.                  – Xinhua 
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JAKARTA – A passenger boat 

sank off an Indonesian island, killing 

at least one person and leaving 24 

others missing, the local search and 

rescue agency said yesterday.

An engine failure caused the 

boat to sink as it sailed near Selayar, 

a small island south of the larger 

Sulawesi, said the head of the 

local search and rescue agency, 

Muhammad Arif Anwar.

The crew was unable to repair 

the engine, prompting the skipper 

to call local authorities requesting 

evacuation, he told AFP.

The boat was already partially 

sunken when rescuers reached it 

yesterday, according to Arif.

Forty-nine people were rescued, 

one woman was found dead, and 

“24 people are still being searched 

for”, said Arif.

The vessel’s manifest listed 

50 people on board, but further 

verification revealed there were in 
fact 74, he added.

It is common in Indonesia for 

the number of actual passengers on 

a boat to differ from the manifest.

An Indonesian Navy vessel 

had been deployed to assist with 

the search, which is expected to 

continue into the night, Arif said.

Marine accidents are a regular 

occurrence in the Southeast Asian 

archipelago, due in part to lax 

safety standards and inclement 

weather.

In January, three Spanish tourists 

died when their boat sank off eastern 

Indonesia, and a 10-year-old boy 

was listed as officially missing after 
authorities ended the search.  – AFP

Rescue personnel conduct maritime search and rescue after a passenger boat sank 
off South Sulawesi Province, Indonesia, yesterday.            – Xinhua

BANGKOK – Thousands of 

Thai civil servants face suspension 

over an exam cheating scandal, 

authorities said yesterday, as 

investigators widened a probe that 

has already led to three arrests.

Corruption and bribery cases 

regularly make headlines in 

Thailand, but it is rare for so many 

public officials to be affected.
The scandal began in June, 

when investigators said they had 

concluded that officials accepted 
bribes of up to 800,000 baht 

(US$23,847) to electronically 

alter candidates’ results to allow 

them to pass mandatory exams 

for government appointments or 

promotions.

Police found irregularities in 

the results of 5,814 civil servants 

who had taken these exams, interior 

ministry official Unsit Sampuntharat 
told reporters yesterday.

He said they could be 

suspended pending a committee 

decision as early as today.

“The damage is enormous, and 

it is unfair to those who obtained 

their positions honestly,” Unsit said.

The ministry said it would 

review about 800,000 exam papers 

as investigators seek to determine 

the full extent of the alleged fraud.

The alleged masterminds, two 

men and one woman, have been 

arrested on charges including 

destroying and concealing official 
documents, with one of them 

apprehended after fleeing to 
neighbouring Laos, police said.

If convicted, they could be fined 
and face up to five years in prison.

Prime Minister Anutin Charn-

virakul, who has made tackling 

corruption a priority, condemned 

the alleged fraud as “disgusting”.

Speaking on Wednesday, he 

warned of a “vicious circle” in 

which officials used corrupt means 
to obtain positions of power and 

responsibility, which gave them 

further opportunities for corruption.

The arrests followed a 17-day 

joint investigation by police and 

anti-corruption agencies, during 

which officers seized computers 
and examination documents.

Civil servants in Thailand 

typically earn between about 

US$530-US$2,300 a month, 

depending on rank.   – AFP

This handout photo taken and released on Wednesday shows Thailand’s Prime 
Minister and Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul (centre) chairing a meeting on 
an investigation into a local government exam cheating scandal at the Central 
Investigation Bureau (CIB) in Bangkok.           – AFP

BANGKOK – A Norwegian 

man accused of financing a Thai 
boxing camp allegedly used to 

traffic underage boys for sex died 
of natural causes before authorities 

closed in, police said yesterday.

Officers raided the camp in 
Rayong province, southeast of 

Bangkok, on July 7, and on the 

same day arrested its 28-year-old 

manager at another location.

Police said the manager 

admitted to trafficking minors for 
sexual exploitation and procuring 

boys to provide sexual services, 

and said they were searching for a 

Norwegian man in the case.

But a Thai police source told 

AFP yesterday that the man, 

identified under the pseudonym 
“Mr Kim”, died of an underlying 

medical condition earlier this year, 

before the investigation began.

Local media said he was 80 

years old.

“However, police will continue 

the investigation and identify 

additional suspects involved in 

this crime,” the source said.

Interviews with the boys 

indicated that Kim had a female 

secretary who helped arrange 

sexual services, including oral 

sex, from boys with troubled 

backgrounds, police said in a 

statement on Wednesday.

In exchange, Kim allegedly 

paid for their living expenses and 

other amenities.

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

Nina Larson
GENEVA – The United Nations 

warned yesterday that more than 500 

people were feared dead following 

reports of two large shipwrecks off 

Myanmar since late June.

The UN’s International Organ-

isation for Migration and its refugee 

agency UNHCR voiced alarm in a 

joint statement at reports “that two 

boats carrying more than 500 peo-

ple may have capsized off the coast 
of Myanmar in recent days”.

Preliminary information indicated 

that the two vessels in question 

departed from war-torn Myanmar’s 

Rakhine State in late June, with 

mainly members of the country’s 

mostly Muslim Rohingya minority 

onboard, the statement said.

Some had reportedly travelled 

from the huge camps in Bangladesh’s 

Cox’s Bazar, where more than 
million Rohingya refugees who 

have fled from Rakhine live in 
squalid conditions.

The statement said that one 

boat, believed to have been carrying 

around 250 people, lost contact 

shortly after departure.

A second boat, reportedly carrying 

some 280 people, is meanwhile 

believed to have sunk off Myanmar’s 

Ayeyarwady coast on July 8.

“While the incidents and 

casualty figures have yet to be 
officially confirmed, UNHCR and 
IOM are gravely concerned by the 

potentially devastating loss of life,” 

the statement said.

The UN agencies highlighted 

that the journeys “took place outside 

the regular sailing season, when 

maritime conditions are typically 

more hazardous”.
“Recent torrential rain and 

flooding across the region have 
further increased the risks associated 

with such sea movements.”

The statement cautioned that “if 

verified, this tragedy would add to 
the nearly 300 people reported to be 

missing or to have lost their lives in 

the Andaman Sea and Bay of Bengal 

so far this year, including Rohingya 

refugees and Bangladeshi nationals”.

Exploiting ‘desperation’
The Rohingya undertake 

perilous sea journeys every year in 

search of better living conditions, 

travelling aboard rickety boats often 

operated by trafficking networks.
According to UNHCR, nearly 

900 Rohingya refugees were reported 

missing or dead at sea in the northern 

Indian Ocean last year alone – out of 

more than 6,500 who had attempted 

such perilous sea crossings.

Yesterday’s statement stressed 

that the latest reported tragedies 

“underscore the devastating impact of 

protracted conflict and displacement, 
as well as the continued lack of 

sustainable solutions for Rohingya 

communities”.

“Escalating conflict and a 
worsening humanitarian situation 

in Myanmar, along with limited 

assistance and opportunities in 

refugee camps in Bangladesh, 

contribute to increasing numbers 

of people attempting perilous sea 

journeys in search of safety and 

protection,” they pointed out.

“The reported incidents also 

highlight the persistent risks posed 

by smuggling and trafficking 
networks, which continue to exploit 

the desperation of people seeking 

safety,” they added.

IOM and UNHCR called for 

“enhanced search and rescue efforts, 

access to asylum and protection, 

and actions against smuggling and 

trafficking networks”.
The agencies hailed Bangladesh 

for its “remarkable generosity in 

hosting Rohingya refugees for many 

years”, but stressed the need for 

“sustained international support” for 

the refugees and host communities, 

as well as “greater efforts to address 

the underlying drivers of forced 

displacement”.       – AFP

MANILA – The Philippines 

expanded its aid program to provide 

financial assistance to about 37.5 
million Filipinos affected by rising 

fuel prices, according to local media 

reports yesterday.

The United Package for 

Livelihoods, Industry, Food and 

Transport (UPLIFT) program will 

support beneficiaries, including 
poor and near-poor families and 

low-income workers.

Eligible recipients will receive 

cash assistance of up to 2,000 pesos 

(about US$32.3) per month, with 

some workers receiving monthly 

payments from July to December.

The UPLIFT program was 

launched in March in response to 

rising fuel prices linked to the conflict 
in the Middle East. As prices rise, the 

burden grows heavier on every family 

striving to meet their needs, especially 

for poor Filipinos.                 – Xinhua

Thailand mulls suspending 
nearly 6,000 o!cials over 

exam scandal

Norwegian suspect in Thai 
child tra!cking case dead, 

say police

Philippines expands support for 37.5 million 
Filipinos hit by rising fuel prices

Over 500 feared dead in two suspected 
shipwrecks o" Myanmar: UN

One dead, 24 missing after boat 
sinks in Indonesia: rescuers
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NEW DELHI – A New Delhi 

court ordered government doctors 

yesterday to monitor activist 

Sonam Wangchuk’s health daily, 

as supporters fear for his life after 

nearly three weeks of hunger strike to 

protest India’s examination system.

Wangchuk, 59, has been fasting 

since June 28, demanding the 

resignation of Education Minister 

Dharmendra Pradhan over alleged 

irregularities in medical entrance, 

and other reforms.

Angry students from across 

India have joined protests in recent 

weeks organised by the satirical 

Cockroach Janta Party online 

movement, with many saying 

repeated paper leaks have left them 

with little faith in the system.

Wangchuk, resting on a stage 

in New Delhi’s well-known protest 

site Jantar Mantar, appeared frail 

and weak yesterday as he waved to 

supporters.

Following a petition, the Delhi 

High Court ordered yesterday that 

“whatever medical intervention is 

needed to save Sonam Wangchuk’s 

life should be done”.

The “life of any citizen is 
precious”, the court said.

The petition filed this week by 
activist lawyer Rakesh Kumar Saini 

warned that Wangchuk may not 

survive for long if he did not break 

his fast.

Some of Wangchuk’s supporters 

and members of the protest 

movement have asked him to end 

his hunger strike.

An engineer by training, 

Wangchuk is best known for 

pioneering water conservation 

projects in the Himalayas.

He received the prestigious 

Ramon Magsaysay Award in 2018 

for his environmental work and 

contributions to reforming local 

school system in the Himalayan 

territory of Ladakh.

A group of about a dozen 
students have also been on a 

hunger strike alongside Wangchuk, 

including Bahadur Singh from the 

northern state of Uttar Pradesh.

“I am not fasting for myself. 

This is about every student who has 

lost hope in the system,” Singh, 29, 

told AFP.

Last month, some 2.2 million 

aspiring medical students sat for a 

re-examination under tight security, 

after the previous test was scrapped 

following a paper leak that triggered 

widespread outrage.

The failure of the hugely 

competitive exam, along with a 

separate marking fiasco in high 
school tests, sparked an outcry and 

fuelled youth protests.

Several members of opposition 

parties have voiced their support to 

Wangchuk and the student activists.

“This country hears you,” Shashi 

Tharoor of the Congress party said 

in a social media post.

“Your anger is not indiscipline, 

it is the anguish of a generation that 

did everything right and was still 

betrayed.”      – AFP

Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) founder Abhijeet Dipke (second right) reacts as doctors 
check activist Sonam Wangchuk’s vital signs during his hunger strike in New Delhi 
on Wednesday, demanding the resignation of India’s Education Minister Dharmendra 
Pradhan over alleged examination irregularities.                 – AFP

DHAKA – Bangladesh police 

arrested yesterday a retired 

military officer accused of 
involvement in the assassination 

of former president Ziaur Rahman 

more than four decades ago, a 

senior official said.
Ziaur Rahman, a war hero who 

went on to become president, was 

killed in 1981 during a military 

coup.

Following his assassination, 

a martial law court convicted 

18 military officers of mutiny, 
although the defence argued they 

had not been given a fair trial.

Thirteen of them were then 

executed by hanging.

One of the alleged assassins, 

Md Mozaffar Hossain, went into 

hiding immediately after Rahman 

was killed.

Authorities had offered 

a reward of US$2,000 for 

information leading to Hossain’s 

arrest, and yesterday he was taken 

into custody.

“Md Mozaffar Hossain had 
remained a fugitive since 1981 

after president Ziaur Rahman was 

assassinated. We detained him 

today,” Md Shafiqul Islam, chief 
of the police’s Detective Branch, 

told AFP.

“During interrogation, 

he explained his role in the 

assassination to us,” Islam added.

Police arrested the suspect 

shortly after he landed in Dhaka.

“Hossain left Bangladesh 

immediately after the coup 

attempt and had remained abroad 

ever since,” Islam said.

Rahman, whose son Tarique 

Rahman is now the country’s 

prime minister, became 

president in 1977 following the 

assassination of Bangladesh’s 

founding president Sheikh 

Mujibur Rahman.

His four-year presidency 

was marked by dozens of coup 
attempts.

The circumstances surround-

ing Rahman’s assassination have 

remained shrouded in mystery.

He was killed while on a visit 

to Chattogram, where he had gone 

to resolve a crisis within his newly 

formed political party.         – AFP

UNITED NATIONS, United 

States – UN Secretary-General 

Antonio Guterres on Wednesday 

named a senior international official 
from Bangladesh, Rabab Fatima, as 

the new head of the United Nations 

Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, 

or UNAMA.

A career diplomat who served in 

several capitals before representing 

her country at the United Nations, 

Fatima is currently the global body’s 

high representative for the least 

developed countries, landlocked 

developing countries and small 

developing states.

“Ms. Fatima brings to the 

position over 30 years of experience 

in national and international civil 

service, encompassing bilateral 

and multilateral diplomacy, 

policymaking, advocacy, program 

planning and implementation,” the 

office of Guterres’s spokesman said 
in a statement.

She takes over from Canadian 

Georgette Gagnon, the deputy special 

representative of UNAMA who 

had been serving as acting head of 

mission.

UNAMA was established in 2002. 

Since the Taliban returned to power in 

Afghanistan in 2021, the mission has 

played a central role in coordinating 

humanitarian aid, facilitating political 

dialogue and monitoring human 

rights in the country.

Its mandate was renewed for 

one year in June by the UN Security 

Council despite reservations from the 

United States regarding its objectives 

and methods.        – AFP

SEOUL – South Korea’s 

top court upheld yesterday a 

prominent MP’s two-year jail 

term for taking bribes from the 

Unification Church, effectively 
stripping him of his parliamentary 

seat.

Kweon Seong-dong, a 

five-term lawmaker from the 
opposition People Power Party 

(PPP), was sentenced to two 

years in prison by a lower court 

for accepting 100 million won 

(US$67,400) in illegal political 

funds in exchange for helping 

the church, often condemned by 

critics as a cult.

He had appealed against the 

ruling.

The Supreme Court upheld 

“the lower court’s guilty verdict, 

finding that the key evidence 
in the case... was admissible as 

evidence, and that the defendant 

had received illegal political 

funds”, the top court said in a 

statement provided to AFP.

The highest court “found 

no error in the appellate court’s 

judgement that affected the 

verdict”, it said.

The ruling stripped Kweon of 

his parliamentary seat.

The appellate court said in 

April that Kweon had “betrayed 

the expectations of the public, 

including his constituents, and 

failed to uphold the constitutional 

responsibilities of a lawmaker” by 

accepting the money.

“Accordingly, criminal pun-

ishment commensurate with his 

political position, authority, and 

responsibilities is unavoidable,” it 

said at the time.

Kweon, an ex-prosecutor, 

served as floor leader of the then-
ruling PPP and was an ally of 

disgraced former president Yoon 

Suk Yeol.

The graft scandal centred on 

the Unification Church has also 
implicated ex-president Yoon’s 

wife, Kim Keon Hee, who was 

convicted of accepting two 

Chanel handbags and a Graff 

necklace from the church as 

bribes.

She was sentenced to four 

years in prison in April after also 

being convicted on separate stock 

manipulation charges.

Church leader Han Hak-ja is 

also being held in detention while 

standing trial on bribery charges, 

with prosecutors seeking a 13-

year prison term.

Founded in 1954 by Han’s 

late husband, Moon Sun-myung, 

the Unification Church has 
long drawn controversy over its 

political ties and teachings that 

portray Moon as the Second 

Coming of Jesus Christ.

Following the scandals, 

prosecutors and police also 

launched a joint investigation in 

January into suspected collusion 

between religious groups and 

politicians.

– AFP

Dengue patients receive treatment at the District General Hospital in Sri Lanka’s 
Negombo city yesterday.
Sri Lanka is intensifying a military-backed drive to contain the spread of mosquito-borne 
dengue fever, a senior official said on Wednesday, as the death toll climbed to 49 since 
the start of the year. 
Official data shows that 61,057 people were infected in the first six months of this year - 
more than double the 30,060 infections recorded during the same period in 2025.
More than 15,000 people have been infected this month alone.
This year’s figures are still lower than in 2017, which saw a record 186,000 cases and 
440 deaths.        – AFP

Fears for Indian activist’s life after 18 days of hunger strike

Bangladeshi diplomat 
named head of UN mission 

in Afghanistan

Bangladesh arrests fugitive suspect 
in ex-president’s murder: police

S Korea’s top court upholds jail term 
for MP over church bribes
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TEHRAN – The United States struck Iran 
and Tehran hit back at US allies in the Gulf 
yesterday, as the foes battled over the vital 
Strait of Hormuz in the renewed Middle East 
war despite a call from mediator Pakistan to 
resume talks.

The rekindled fighting came a month after 
the signing of a preliminary deal that aimed to 
end the conflict, which broke out in late February 
with massive US-Israeli strikes on Iran.

Yesterday, Tehran warned it would target 
infrastructure across the region if US President 
Donald Trump followed through on a threat to 
attack power plants and bridges in Iran.

That followed a fresh exchange of strikes 
between the two countries, with Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guards saying they struck a 
US airbase in Jordan with ballistic missiles 
in response to what they described as an 
American attack near a children’s cancer 
hospital in the Islamic republic.

State media said the hospital in Ahvaz, 
in the southwest, was evacuated following 
US airstrikes on the area, with the patients 
transferred to other medical centres.

Foreign ministry spokesman Esmaeil 
Baqaei slammed the attack as “barbaric”.

Hani, a 34-year-old teacher from Ahvaz, 
said the strikes were “very intense”, adding: 

“My hands are shaking. There were at least 
11, 12 explosions. My ears are exploding.”

The US military’s Central Command 
(CENTCOM) said its forces hit Iranian 
military targets in multiple locations including 
coastal Bandar Abbas to “degrade Iran’s 
ability to threaten innocent mariners” in the 
Strait of Hormuz.

Earlier strikes had targeted coastal defence 
and cruise missile sites on Greater Tunb Island 
in the Gulf, CENTCOM added.

Iranian state news agency IRNA said a 
projectile struck parts of Semnan airport in 
the north, without injuring anyone. It also 
reported explosions elsewhere in the country, 
including Lorestan in the west, while air 
defences were triggered in parts of Tehran.

Soon after, US allies in the Gulf began 
responding to attacks, with Kuwait saying 
it intercepted Iranian drones and Bahrain 
sounding air raid sirens.

Iranian news agencies later reported that 
the United States launched strikes around Iran’s 
Gulf island of Qeshm near the Strait of Hormuz.

‘No reason to adhere’
The strait has been at the heart of the 

recent fighting and is crucial to global oil and 
gas flows.

Iran blockaded the Hormuz strait after the 
war erupted and has been using the waterway 
for leverage against its foes for months.

It was briefly reopened after the US-Iran 
deal in June, but Tehran said last week it 
would be closed again “until the US ends its 
aggression”.

The United States has also reimposed a 
blockade of Iran’s ports.

Pakistan’s foreign office spokesman, Tahir 
Andrabi, said Islamabad would “continue to 
encourage all sides to end violence and resume 
technical-level talks” under the memorandum 
of understanding it helped mediate last month.

But Iran’s top negotiator Mohammad 
Bagher Ghalibaf has warned that a deal “only 
has meaning when its clauses are valid and 
being implemented”.

“If Iran is not to derive any benefit from 
the memorandum of understanding, we have 
no reason to adhere,” he said.

Trump threatened to hit Iranian power 
plants and bridges unless Tehran returned to 
the negotiating table.

“Next week it gets really bad for them,” he 
told Fox News.

Yesterday, the spokesman for Iran’s military 
headquarters said that if the US followed 
through on its threats, “all infrastructure in 

the region” would be “crushed under the steel 
blows” of Iran’s armed forces.

‘Gesture of goodwill’
Iran’s Guards said US forces had “used 

airbases located in Jordan to target various parts” 
of the Islamic republic and that its aerospace 
force had responded by “launching two waves 
of missile strikes” on a base in the country.

Iran’s military separately said it targeted 
US facilities in Jordan with drones.

Earlier, the US military said one of its 
aircraft fired on and disabled an empty oil 
tanker that was trying to break the naval 
blockade of Iran’s ports.

In Iraq, Kurdish forces said the US-led 
coalition downed eight explosive-laden drones 
over Erbil, the capital of the northern Kurdistan 
region, where AFP journalists heard explosions 
and saw smoke near the US consulate.

Trump said on Wednesday that an American 
citizen – identified by her lawyer as Dena 
Karari – had left Iran in “good condition” after 
being detained there since December 2024.

He said the US appreciated “this gesture 
of goodwill by Iran”.

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

This screen grab taken from video footage released yesterday by Iran’s Revolutionary Guards (IRGC)’s 
Sepah News website shows a missile being launched from an undisclosed location towards US targets 
in Jordan, Kuwait and Bahrain. Kuwait’s military said it was responding to renewed Iranian aerial attacks 
yesterday, as Iran and the United States exchanged strikes over control of the vital Strait of Hormuz.  – AFP 

This screen grab made on Tuesday from a handout video released by US Central Command on Monday, 
shows what the US military says was  strike in Iran.                    – AFP 

DAMASCUS – Syria said 
yesterday it had foiled an attempt to 
smuggle weapons to Hezbollah in 
Lebanon by seizing a shipment that 
included missiles at its border with 
Iraq.

“Specialised units thwarted an 
attempt to bring in a shipment of 
sophisticated weapons and missiles 
through the Syrian-Iraqi border,” a 
source from the interior ministry was 
quoted as saying by Syria’s official 
Sana news agency.

“Initial investigations established 
that the shipment was intended to 
transit through Syria for the benefit 
of the terrorist militia Hezbollah,” the 
source added.

The Iran-backed group in a 
statement dismissed the accusations 
as “fabricated narratives with no basis 
in fact, aimed at harming Hezbollah”.

Syrian authorities are hostile to the 
group, which was an ally of former 

president Bashar al-Assad before he 
was ousted in 2024.

They have previously announced 
several other seizures of weapons they 
say were bound for Hezbollah, but 
yesterday’s announcement is the first 
involving the border with Iraq.

According to Syria’s customs 
authority, the shipment was seized 
inside an oil tanker truck at the Al-
Tanf border crossing.

The tanker was heading to Baniyas 
city, whose port Iraq has been using 
in recent months to export limited 
amounts of oil after its main route 
through the Strait of Hormuz was 
disrupted by the Middle East war.

The interior ministry said the 
shipment included long-range and 
anti-tank missiles, as well as drones.

Iraqi Prime Minister Ali al-Zaidi 
ordered the formation of an inquiry 
commission and Iraqi authorities will 
“coordinate” with Syria on the matter, 

the Iraqi government’s security media 
cell said in a statement.

The statement said Iraqi authorities 
would “hold those responsible for any 
negligence accountable, in order to 
ensure the safety and security of the 
shared border and prevent any attempt 
to undermine national security”.

Since an Islamist coalition took 
power in Syria in 2024, the authorities 
say they have dismantled several 
Hezbollah-linked cells preparing 
attacks in Syria, but Hezbollah has 
denied the accusation.

The group has been weakened by 
the war it has waged against Israel 
since March in support of Iran.

US President Donald Trump has 
recently floated the idea of Syria 
intervening in Lebanon against Hezbollah.

But Syrian President Ahmed al-
Sharaa has said he has no interest in 
taking military action, despite Trump’s 
suggestions.           – AFP

LONDON – A 14-year-old boy accused of hatching a plan 
influenced by far-right ideology to attack worshippers at two 
UK mosques denied two charges yesterday at a London court.

Police said the teenager, who cannot be named for legal 
reasons, was charged on Wednesday with an offence linked to 
“extreme right-wing terrorism” over the alleged plan to target 
the mosques in south London.

He pleaded not guilty at Westminster Magistrates’ Court 
to preparing terrorist acts and causing racially aggravated 
property damage by damaging a car window.

Under the terrorism charge, he is accused of picking the 
targets, conducting reconnaissance, identifying a weapon and 
collecting instructional material.

The court heard the mosque attacks were to take place on 
August 28 in the south London neighbourhood of Sutton, and 
that the boy was motivated by “an extreme right-wing ideology”.

He also allegedly had a plan – nicknamed Operation 
Terrorise Sutton – to cause criminal damage by “bricking” car 
windows and slashing their tyres.

The defendant was remanded to youth detention ahead of 
his next appearance in custody at London’s Old Bailey court 
on August 21.                    – AFP

Syria says seized weapons bound for 
Hezbollah at Iraqi border

Teen in UK denies terror 
plot motivated by 

‘far-right’ hate

US, Iran exchange blows in rekindled Middle East war
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WASHINGTON, DC – US President 
Donald Trump’s administration finalised rules 
yesterday that impose stricter limits on how 
long foreign students and journalists can stay 
in the United States, the latest bid to tighten 
legal immigration in the country.

Under a change that could be implemented 
as soon as September, foreigners on student 
visas would be admitted for the length of their 
academic programme up to a maximum of 
four years.

Foreign journalists would be limited to 
stays of just 240 days, or around eight months, 
although they could apply to extend by 240-
day periods, except for journalists from the 
Chinese mainland who would get just 90 days.

The move forms part of a broader 
immigration crackdown that Trump has made 
a centrepiece of his presidency, spanning 
aggressive enforcement operations in major 
cities as well as new restrictions on legal 
pathways to citizenship.

The Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) received close to 22,000 public 
comments after proposing the student and 
journalist rules in August 2025, but finalised 
it largely unchanged.

When it proposed the rule, DHS alleged 
that foreigners were indefinitely extending 
their studies so they could remain in the 
country as “forever students.”

The department said the open-ended 
system, in place for students since the late 

1970s, had undermined its ability to monitor 
visa holders.

The United States welcomed more than 1.1 
million international students in the 2023-24 
academic year, more than any other country, 
contributing more than US$50 billion to the US 
economy in 2023, according to official data.

Higher education groups had denounced 
the proposal as a needless bureaucratic hurdle 
that would deter talented students, with the 
Presidents’ Alliance on Higher Education and 
Immigration warning it “weakens the ability 
of US colleges and universities to attract top 
talent.”

Universities have already reported 
lower international enrolments after earlier 
Trump administration actions, including the 
revocation of thousands of student visas and 
the suspension of billions of US dollars in 
federal research funding.

Media organisations and international 
stakeholders, including the Embassy of Japan, 
urged DHS to allow admission periods of two 
to five years for correspondents posted to US 
bureaus.

The department rejected the proposals, 
along with requests for expedited processing 
and capped fees for journalists.

Trump proposed similar limits at the end 
of his first term, but his successor Joe Biden 
scrapped the idea.

The rule is subject to review by the 
Republican-led Congress.       – AFP

Diego Urdaneta
MADRID – The European Union’s 

top court yesterday upheld a contested 
2024 amnesty law for Catalan separatists 
involved in a failed secession bid, in a 
symbolic boost for Spanish Prime Minister 
Pedro Sánchez.

The law was passed to secure the backing 
of Catalan separatist parties that allowed the 
Socialist leader to remain in power after an 
inconclusive 2023 general election.

It also aimed to ease tensions in the 
wealthy northeastern region following the 
2017 breakaway bid – Spain’s worst political 
crisis in decades – but sparked mass street 
protests by the right.

The ruling by the Court of Justice of the 
European Union could now pave the way 
for separatist leader Carles Puigdemont, 
Spain’s most-wanted fugitive, to return 
from exile.

The court agreed with the Socialist-led 
government’s argument that the amnesty law 
complies with EU legislation.

“EU law does not preclude that amnesty 
law. That law seeks to reduce institutional and 
political tensions and to facilitate a scenario 
for reconciliation,” the Luxembourg-based 
court wrote in its ruling.

Justice Minister Félix Bolanos said that 
although the legislation had been “strongly” 
rejected by part of the population, “it has been 
worth it”.

“Having seen its effects” in helping to 
normalise the political crisis in Catalonia, 
“nobody, not even its staunchest critics, 
would want to give up its benefits,” he added 
in a televised address.

But the main opposition People’s Party 
(PP), which voted against the amnesty law, 
said “no ruling could erase the very serious 
irresponsibility committed by the separatist 
movement”.

Puigdemont without amnesty
Around 400 people linked to the 

independence push have benefited from the 
amnesty, which Sánchez said was necessary 
to end years of confrontation between Madrid 
and Catalonia.

But Puigdemont, who headed Catalonia’s 
regional government when it held a banned 
independence referendum and attempted to 
secede from Spain, was excluded.

Spain’s Supreme Court ruled the amnesty 
law did not apply to those investigated for 
misuse of public funds.

Puigdemont, who fled to Belgium to avoid 
detention after the referendum and is still the 
target of an arrest warrant, has been accused 
of misusing public money to organise the 
2017 referendum.

The EU court said granting amnesty for 
the misuse of funds did not undermine the 
bloc’s financial interests.

Puigdemont hailed the ruling as “a 
political triumph of Catalan independence 
before the powers of the Spanish state” in a 
statement, saying it left “no loophole”.

Spain’s Constitutional Court is expected to 
rule in coming months if the amnesty should 
apply to misuse of public funds.

The EU ruling comes as a series of 
corruption scandals involving people close 
to Sánchez have weakened his minority 
government, which struggles to pass 
legislation.

Puigdemont’s Junts (“Together”) party 
withdrew support for the government, accusing 
Sánchez of failing to fulfil commitments, 
including the amnesty for its leader.

Bolanos said the amnesty law would only 
have been “fully implemented” once it also 
applied to the political leaders who drove the 
Catalan independence movement, which he 
said should happen “as soon as possible”.

– AFP

US Secretary of Treasury Scott Bassent addresses an event titled “Ministerial on the Resurgence of 
Political Terrorism” yesterday at the US Department of State in Washington, DC.         – AFP 

BOGOTÁ – Colombia’s hard-right 
president-elect plans to open an embassy 
in Jerusalem as he seeks to restore and 
strengthen ties with Israel, his office said 
yesterday.

Abelardo de la Espriella won last 
month’s presidential runoff by less than a 
percentage point and has promised to clamp 
down on Colombia’s myriad armed groups – 
partly by forging a military alliance with the 
United States and Israel.

In 2024, leftist President Gustavo Petro 
severed ties with Israel, one of Colombia’s 
key security partners, over its offensive in 
the Gaza Strip.

De la Espriella, backed by US 
President Donald Trump, will take office 
on August 7 and has pledged to restore ties 
with Israel.

The incoming government is moving 
forward with “the opening of the Colombian 
Embassy in Jerusalem, the capital of Israel,” 
his office stated yesterday.

Israel regards Jerusalem, including the 
occupied eastern part, as its capital, although 
this is not recognised internationally and 

most countries conduct their diplomatic 
missions from Tel Aviv.

The United States in 2018 moved its 
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem during 
Trump’s first term.

Colombia is also set to withdraw its 
support for South Africa’s case before the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ), which 
accuses Israel of committing genocide in 
Gaza.

Incoming foreign minister Omar Bula on 
Wednesday met with his Israeli counterpart 
Gideon Saar in Washington, where the pair 
agreed on a roadmap to restore diplomatic 
relations and eliminate travel visas.

“The historical relationship that the Petro 
administration unilaterally severed will be 
strengthened once again,” the statement 
read.

Petro had backed the ICJ case, while also 
halting coal exports to and arms imports 
from Israel.

He also once said he intended to open a 
diplomatic mission in Ramallah, the West 
Bank, which is occupied by Israel, but the 
project never materialised.     – AFP

The Hague, Netherlands
THE HAGUE – A Dutch court yesterday 

affirmed a government decision to block the 
acquisition of local cloud host firm due to 
concerns sensitive data could be accessed by 
the US government.

The Dutch government announced 
at the end of May that it would block the 
purchase of Solvinity, a provider of secure 
cloud services, by the US IT infrastructure 
firm Kyndryl for 100 million euros (US$114 
million).

Numerous Dutch lawmakers expressed 
concerns about the deal as Solvinity provides 
the infrastructure necessary for the digital 
platform for public services, including filing 
taxes and state health insurance claims.

Solvinity had filed a motion in the 
Rotterdam court to lift the ban, saying the 
government didn’t have the legal authority 
to block the deal.

The court rejected that argument, saying 
the law gave the government such authority 
and concerns “the purchase of Solvinity by 
Kyndryl constitutes a threat to the public 
interest.”

US laws give the government the power 
to force US companies to hand over data 
even if it is held outside the country.

The US government has also shown 
its willingness to block access to tech and 
financial services.

The Rotterdam court said however that 
the junior minister responsible for the digital 
economy and sovereignty should carry out 
a review to see if less restrictive measures 
could be applied.

The minister said the review would be 
completed by the end of September.

Kyndryl, which evolved from IBM’s IT 
services unit, did not immediately provide a 
reaction to AFP.      – AFP

US limits stays of students, 
journalists

Dutch court upholds ban on US 
!rm buying cloud company

Colombia president-elect to open 
Israel embassy in Jerusalem

EU court upholds Spain’s Catalan 
amnesty law in boost for PM
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Clare Byrne
CAIMITO – Alexander Quesada was 

gifted a tractor for turning a Cuban rubbish 
dump into a model farm, but these days he 
is using oxen to pull his plough as a severe 
energy crisis worsened by a US blockade 
hobbles food production.

The changing fortunes of Quesada’s 
organic farm La Burgambilia – named after the 
vibrant purple flowers that bedeck the entrance 
– follow those of communist Cuba’s relations 
with the United States over the past decade.

Quesada, 52, looks back fondly on what 
he refers to as the “Obama years” a decade 
ago, when a historic detente with Washington 
helped spur a tourist influx.

As visitors began pouring off cruise ships 
into Havana, restaurant owners began beating 
a path to La Burgambilia, once a local dump, 
for gourmet greens like salad rocket that were 
virtually unheard of on the island.

The restaurant revenue acted as a cash cow 
for the eight-hectare farm, allowing Quesada 
to expand and invest in new ventures, such as 
organic honey.

“We would sell a kilo of rocket and with 
that subsidize maybe 100 kilos of lettuce and 
therefore maintain a balance and continue 
developing,” said the energetic father of two 
who buzzes with ideas for how to get ahead.

He pulled up the rocks that studded the 
farm, used them to make paths, built raised 
vegetable beds and dug an irrigation channel.

But since US President Donald Trump 
imposed a fuel blockade in January, which put 
a nail in the coffin of the already sputtering 
tourist industry, Quesada has struggled to 
remain afloat.

No giving up
The blockade intensified the worst energy 

crisis in Cuba’s post-revolutionary history, 
plunging homes and businesses into darkness 
for up to 70 hours at a time.

With a litre of diesel now costing over 
US$3 – around half the average monthly 
public sector wage – the swanky red tractor 
Quesada received from the government as a 
reward for high yields sits idly in the shed.

A pair of oxen now pull the plough.
Gone is the salad rocket, replaced by 

cheap root vegetables like yuca and sweet 
potato that locals can afford, but on which 
Quesada barely breaks even.

“We are at a standstill and rather in 
decline,” he admitted.

Caimito lies just west of Havana in 
Artemisa province, the capital’s breadbasket.

The lush verdant landscape was once 
carpeted in sugarcane plantations until the 
1990s when the Soviet Union, the biggest 
market for Cuban sugar, imploded.

As sugar revenues dissolved, the 
government moved to end the island’s 
monoculture by dishing out state land to small 
farmers to grow food and raise livestock.

On the main highway west from Havana, 
a billboard featuring a picture of Fidel Castro 
proclaims: “Here, no-one gives up.”

But the slogan rings increasingly hollow 
as farmers slash their output or stop planting 
crops altogether for lack of subsidized 
fertilizer, seeds, fuel and power for their 
irrigation pumps.

“The Special Period [the Cuban government’s 
euphemism for the 1990s crisis] was hard, but 
nothing like this,” said 52-year-old Raúl Castillo 
Rodríguez, a farm hand at La Burgambilia, his 
round face shaded by a straw hat.

José Joaquín Rodríguez, a 29-year-old 
farmer from Cuba’s southwest coast whose 
family has been working the land for three 
generations, accused the authorities of 
quashing all initiative.

“To get a piece of land you run into 
obstacles from the municipality, the province, 
the nation and even the agriculture ministry,” 
he complained at a fruit-and-vegetable market 
in Havana, where he came in rubber boots and 
a sombrero to sell his wares.

‘Kings of the land’
Cuba imports nearly all of the food it 

consumes, even its eggs.
But with the state running out of money 

to import goods and resell them at heavily 
subsidised prices, hunger is haunting the island.

With its back against the wall, the Cuban 
government last month unveiled radical plans 
to privatise chunks of the economy.

While land will mostly remain public 
property, farmers will have the right to cultivate 
much larger areas indefinitely and be allowed 
to create companies, while cooperatives will 
have the right to import and export directly and 
price controls will be lifted.

Farmers, like most Cubans, have broadly 
welcomed the reforms but see no real relief in 
sight as long as US sanctions remain.

Cuban economist Ricardo Torres, a 
research fellow at the American University 
in Washington, told AFP that the outlook for 
small farmers was “mixed.”

“Those with capital and organisational 
capacity will benefit; those without face a tougher 
transition with thinner safety nets,” he said.

Rodríguez echoed concerns that private 
investors with deep pockets would reap the 
benefits.

“We as ordinary citizens, as poor people...
don’t have the means to import a container of 
fertilizer,” he said.

“Now anyone can come, import it, and 
become the kings of the land, our land.”  – AFP

A farmer works at La Burgambilia agritourism farm in Caimito, Artemisa province, Cuba, last month.   – AFP 

Beiyi Seow
WASHINGTON, DC – The United 

States has announced a new 25 percent tariff 
on various imports from Brazil, accusing 
the Latin American giant of unfair trade 
practices and policies.

The levy is set to come into effect next 
Wednesday and is shaping up as a major 
campaign flashpoint three months before 
Brazil holds a presidential election.

Washington imposed the tariff after 
a year-long investigation into Brazilian 
policies it argues harm US commerce – an 
accusation Brasília has fiercely denied.

A range of products including beef, 
coffee and certain aircraft parts will be 
exempted, a senior US official told reporters 
on Wednesday as the tariff was announced.

The exclusions also cover certain goods 
that the United States does not produce.

Brazil condemned the tariffs yesterday, 
promising that “reciprocal” measures would 
be taken.

“There is no justification for unilateral 
measures against our country,” President 
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s office said in a 
statement on X.

Deploring the “lamentable outcome”, 
he highlighted that in 2025, 76 percent of 
imports originating from the United States 
entered his country without paying import 
duties.

US Trade Representative Jamieson Greer 
said Brazil’s “unreasonable” policies have 
hurt US commerce by unfairly benefiting 
Brazilian producers and “restricting access 
to one of the world’s top export markets.”

US Secretary of State Marco Rubio 
said the Brazilian government had “not 
negotiated with the US in good faith.”

“Lula has put his own ego ahead of 
making a deal for the welfare of the Brazilian 
people, and these tariffs are the price for 
that,” he said in a post on X.

Political friction
The tariff issue has increased political 

friction ahead of Brazil’s October election.
Lula’s main rival 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 

after talks between the countries eased 
tensions.

While Jair Bolsonaro’s sons had lobbied 
for those tariffs during their father’s trial, 
Flávio Bolsonaro urged the US against 
imposing the new tariffs, arguing they could 
boost Lula’s electoral campaign.

“Lula is no longer fit to be the president 
of Brazil. We are on a plane without a pilot,” 
the younger Bolsonaro said after the new 
tariffs were announced.

The 44-year-old senator has fallen in the 
polls after a financial scandal and a public 
feud with his stepmother, the former first 
lady Michelle Bolsonaro.

Deforestation and PIX
The new tariff comes as Trump’s 

administration pushes to rebuild his 
economic agenda after the US Supreme 
Court in February struck down a swath of 
his global duties.

The Brazil tariffs were justified under Section 
301 of the Trade Act, Greer’s office said.

The Trump administration this year 
initiated other trade probes using the same 
authority.

US officials have already proposed new 
tariffs targeting dozens of trading partners 
for their alleged failure to act against forced 
labour.

In Brazil’s case, Washington argues that 
illegal deforestation in the country makes it 
hard for the US logging industry to compete 
in global markets.

Brazilian data shows deforestation in 
the Amazon fell last year to its lowest point 
since 2019.

The United States also argued that 
Brazil’s free PIX electronic payment system 
– the dominant method of making payments 
in the country – disadvantages US credit 
card companies.

Greer said the US remained open to 
continuing negotiations.

Brazil has said the allegations are 
“unfounded” and “absurd.”

While the Trump administration said 
it does not expect retaliation following 
Wednesday’s announcement, it warned 
that pushback could invite further US 
countermeasures.      – AFP

SÃO Paulo – Brazilian tribal chief Raoni 
Metuktire, the most recognised face of the fight 
to save the Amazon rainforest, was discharged 
on Wednesday after spending a month in 
hospital and undergoing intestinal surgery.

Raoni, who is over 90 years old and 
has been in ill health in recent months, was 
hospitalised in the Amazon region on June 
14 and transferred to a São Paulo hospital 
five days later after suffering upper intestinal 
obstruction and aspiration pneumonia.

According to the University of São 
Paulo Hospital, he was discharged on 
Wednesday morning (local time). Raoni’s 
grandson Roiti Metuktire confirmed to AFP 
that he had returned to Peixoto de Azevedo 
– the nearest major town to the Indigenous 
territory where he lives.

After surgery on June 20 to relieve the 
intestinal obstruction, Raoni underwent 
two procedures to control gastrointestinal 
bleeding, the latest of which was five days 

before his discharge.
The Kayapo chief has travelled the world 

for decades to advocate for the Amazon 
rainforest and traditional indigenous 
communities, lobbying heads of state, 
monarchs and popes.

Raoni was previously hospitalised in 
May for treatment of a hernia and diagnosed 
with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
and heart problems.

Until recently, he has remained active, 
attending April’s Free Land Camp, Brazil’s 
largest annual gathering of Indigenous people.

Raoni first gained prominence in the 
1970s when he campaigned against the 
construction of a trans-Amazonian highway 
during Brazil’s military dictatorship.

He left Brazil for the first time in 1989 
on an international tour with the British 
singer Sting. Together the pair toured 17 
countries to raise awareness about the 
massive deforestation of the Amazon. – AFP

US unveils new 25 pct tari! on 
certain imports from Brazil

Amazon defender Raoni leaves 
hospital a month after surgery

Tractors out, oxen in for 
fuel-starved Cuban farms



ATLANTA – Argentina 
will play Spain in the World 
Cup final on Sunday after Lio-
nel Messi orchestrated a spec-

tacular comeback against England in 
a semi-final with a dramatic ending.

Messi proved once again that at 
39 he can still drag his team from a 
goal behind to glory - and the 2-1 
victory in Atlanta on Wednesday 
keeps the South Americans’ bid for 
back-to-back titles alive.

Enzo Fernandez and Lautaro 
Martinez scored Argentina’s goals, 
but both were created by Messi.

Messi said the match, played 
against the backdrop of a lingering 
dispute between the countries over 
the sovereignty of the Falkland 
Islands, was “quite a special one, 
especially playing against England 
with all the historical context”.

At the end, some of Argentina’s 
players held up a banner saying 
“Las Malvinas son argentinas” (The 
Falklands are Argentine), flaunting 
the rules of world football governing 
body FIFA that ban political symbols 
on the field of play.

Argentina invaded the islands 
in 1982 but Britain took them back 
after a brief war.

British government minister 
Peter Kyle called yesterday for FIFA 
to investigate for what he called an 
“egregious violation” of the rules.

England were agonisingly close 
to reaching their first World Cup 
final for 60 years, but coach Thomas 
Tuchel brought on defenders in 
place of attackers once Anthony 
Gordon had put the Three Lions 
ahead on 55 minutes.

Tuchel, the German hired with the 
specific goal of winning the World 
Cup, defended his tactics after his 
team appeared to hand the initiative 
to Argentina by sitting back.

“In the moment, no regrets. The 
team gave everything and we were 
very, very close,” Tuchel said.

Tuchel faced intense media 
scrutiny for his substitutions, 
notably the decision to bring 
goalscorer Gordon off for defender 
Ezri Konsa in the 72nd minute.

“I did also offensive substitutions 
in the last games, we just tried to 
help the players,” he said.

“We conceded a chance straight 
away and we decided to go to a back 
five because the gaps were far too open.

“Straight after our goal, without 
any substitutions, we conceded way 
too many crosses and way too many 
chances so we tried to help.”

The Times said: “The changes 
Tuchel made were not designed to put 
Argentina away, merely keep them at 
bay. And they are too good for that.”

The Guardian commented: “The 
frustration was that the tactical shift 
invited Argentina to press on to the 
front foot. Tuchel played with fire. 
Argentina dominated the closing 
stages. It was their attack versus 
England’s defence.”

Mouthwatering final
The come-from-behind victory 

sets up a contest between reigning 
European champions Spain and 
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Sunday

 05:00 England
Bronze final · Miami Stadium (Miami)

Monday

 03:00 Argentina
Final · New York/New Jersey Stadium (New Jersey)

France

Spain

South American champions Argen-
tina in New Jersey.

Spain stunned France in 
Tuesday’s semi-final, winning 2-0.

Argentina, followed at this 
World Cup by tens of thousands of 
fans who thronged Atlanta before 
the game, are bidding to become the 
first side since Brazil in 1962 to win 
consecutive World Cups.

“The other day I said this group 
never stops surprising me,” said coach 
Lionel Scaloni. “And I’ll tell you the 
truth, we’re going to try to win, we’re 
going to leave everything out there.

“It’s incredible. We are unique, 
truly, and it’s not arrogance, it’s 
from the heart.”

Scaloni’s men have never looked 
completely convincing at this World 
Cup.

They fought their way through 
the knockout rounds, most memo-
rably coming back from two goals 
down to beat Egypt in the last 16.

Messi was the hero then too. 
At an age when most players have 
retired, he remains the beating heart 

of the team, scoring eight goals to 
sit joint top of the Golden Boot 
standings at this World Cup.

But it appeared his World Cup 
dream was dying after Gordon fired 
England ahead.

The Albiceleste, however, 
refused to be beaten, pouring 
forward in waves and pinning their 
opponents back.

Once Tuchel made his tactical 
adjustments, Fernandez drove in a 
superb equaliser from outside the 
penalty box after Messi’s pass.

With England confined to their 
own penalty area, it looked inevi-
table that Argentina would win it.

Sure enough, substitute Martinez 
headed in Messi’s cross in stoppage 
time to complete the comeback.

England’s players, including 
Jude Bellingham and Harry Kane, 
looked on in disbelief.

The defeat was another bitter blow 
for the Three Lions, who have reached 
at least the semi-final stage in four 
of their past five major tournaments 
without getting over the line.    – AFP

Messi magic sends Argentina into 
World Cup !nal as England fall short

England’s midfielder Jude Bellingham (right) and forward Harry Kane hug after 
losing the 2026 World Cup semi-final against Argentina at the Atlanta Stadium in 
Atlanta on Wednesday.                   – AFP

Argentina’s forward Lionel Messi (centre) celebrates with teammates after winning 
the 2026 World Cup semi-final against England at the Atlanta Stadium in Atlanta on 
Wednesday.                   – AFP

PARIS – Former Chelsea 
coach Liam Rosenior said 
yesterday he hoped his short 

stint in charge at Stamford Bridge 
would help him make a success 
of the “exciting project” he has 
undertaken at Ligue 1 club Paris FC.

Rosenior, 42, took over at 
Chelsea in January but oversaw 
just 23 matches before being 
sacked in April by the Premier 
League giants.

“We joined the club in the 
middle of a season and a difficult 
moment, and I have many lessons 
I’ve learned,” Rosenior told 
reporters at his first press conference 
since being named PFC boss.

“There are things that I definitely 
could have done better and things I 
could have taken accountability for 
but there are also good things in 
what we did as well.”

However, the Englishman said 
he bore no ill will to Chelsea, nor 
to his successor, Xabi Alonso.

“I wish them all the best in 
the future. I think they have a 
fantastic manager, Xabi Alonso, 
now, and I will look out for their 
results,” he said.

“But those lessons that I take 
away from Chelsea, we will put 
into this job and hopefully we’ll 
help this club be a very, very big 
club in world football as well.”

Prior to taking over at BlueCo 
flagship club Chelsea, Rosenior 
made his name at another of the 
consortium’s entities, French top-
flight side Strasbourg.

“(Ligue 1 is) a fantastic 
league. I said that when I left for 
Chelsea. I feel like myself and the 
staff have joined such an exciting 
project, where the potential is so 
big,” he said.

“It was something I couldn’t 
say no to.”

PFC, owned by the LVMH 
luxury group, finished 11th in 
Ligue 1 last season.  – AFP

LONDON – Thomas 
Tuchel may have criticised 
his England stars for being too 

“passive” in their World Cup semi-
final defeat against Argentina, but 
it is the beleaguered German who 
has come under fire from the British 
media for his defensive tactics.

Hampered by Tuchel’s cautious 
substitutions, England squandered 
a golden opportunity to reach their 
first World Cup final since 1966, 
blowing the lead as Argentina 
scored twice in the closing minutes 
to snatch a 2-1 win on Wednesday.

British tabloid The Sun encap-
sulated the mood of recrimination 
among frustrated England fans as 
their headlines blared: ‘Lost his 
Tuch?’ and ‘Thomas tanked it’.

Tuchel was lambasted for 
sending on Dan Burn and Ezri 
Konsa to make a five-man 
defence, in a failed bid to hold on 
after England went 1-0 up through 
Anthony Gordon’s goal early in 
the second half in Atlanta.

There was a feeling of deja vu 
for England supporters, who had 
watched their team let one-goal 
leads slip away against Croatia 
in the 2018 World Cup semi-final 
and Italy in the COVID-delayed 
Euro 2020 final.

The Daily Mail slammed 
Tuchel, saying despite being 
brought in to solve the tactical 
issues caused by predecessor 
Gareth Southgate, the German had 
also been too negative when the 
stakes were highest.

“Thomas Tuchel’s changes cost 
England against Argentina - they 
were out of ideas and doomed to lose 
from that moment. It was a return to 
the bad habits Gareth Southgate was 
criticised for”, said the Mail.

The Times’s columnist Martin 
Samuel said Tuchel had been just 
as conservative as many other 
failed former England managers.

“The England head coach was 
supposed to cure the team’s fear 
but managers are pragmatists,” he 
wrote.

“Anyone who doesn’t jump is 
an Englishman, the Argentinians 
sing. And anyone who knows 
how to hold a lead in a World Cup 
semi-final is definitely not.

“The disease remains and is 
as contagious as ever. Different 
group, fancy new boss, same 
dispiriting outcome.”

Tuchel’s own words were 
turned against him, after he claimed 
that England had been scared to 
express themselves during the Euro 
2024 final defeat against Spain in 
Southgate’s last match in charge.

“They were afraid to drop out of 
the tournament, in my observation, 
than having the excitement and 
hunger to win it,” he (Tuchel) said 
(in March) - Not as easy as it looks, 
this international management 
lark,” Samuel wrote.

However, with the 52-year-old 
former Chelsea and Paris Saint-
Germain coach under contract until 
Euro 2028, the British media said 
Tuchel is likely to avoid the sack.

‘Thomas Tuchel to STAY as 
England boss despite ‘cowardly’ 
defeat read the headline in another 
tabloid The Mirror, citing the word 
used by Spain’s 2010 World Cup 
winning goalkeeper Iker Casillas 
to describe the strategy deployed 
by the coach.

“They (England) score the 
goal and drop back. A cowardly 
approach,” Casillas posted on X. 
(Pictures on p.16)  – AFP

‘Lost his Tuch?’ – England 
boss hammered by media 

after World Cup exit

Rosenior ready for Paris FC 
challenge after ‘learning 

lessons’ at Chelsea
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C H A L O N - S U R -
SAÔNE, France – 
Belgian sprint star Tim 

Merlier trebled up at the Tour de 
France yesterday as he won the 12th 

stage in a chaotic and crash-marred 
dash for the line.

The Soudal-Quick Step rider 
edged out Dutchman Olav Kooij 
and fellow Belgian Jasper Philipsen 
to claim his third stage win of this 
year’s Tour, and sixth overall.

It was yet another disorganised 
sprint made even worse when 
Colombian Fernando Gaviria hit the 
deck, bringing down several other 
riders, including the stage 11 winner 
Soren Waerenskjold.

Alpecin Premier Tech once again 
tried to set up Philipsen for the victory 
but Merlier, as he had done twice before 
in this 113th edition of the Tour, found 
a route through the traffic and powered 
home to take the chequered flag.

Stage five winner Kooij was 
pushed into second place for the 
second day in a row.

Reigning champion Tadej 
Pogacar finished safely in the pack at 
the end of the 179km stage from the 
Magny-Cours motor racing circuit in 
Nevers to Chalon-sur-Saone.

He maintained his overall lead of 
more than three-and-a-half minutes 
to two-time former champion Jonas 
Vingegaard.

Around 25km into the stage, 
Baptiste Veistroffer set off on a 
breakaway for the third time, and 
for the second time completely solo.

Three riders counter-attacked 
and joined him after 57km but by 
the time he reached the final 50km, 
all three had dropped away.

A bunch of other counter-attacks 
in the final 35km saw a group of 14 
go clear of an increasingly ragged 
peloton, but that was reeled in with 
24km left.

That was a cue for numerous 
riders to try their luck on the rapid 
run-in to the finish but no group 
committed sufficiently to make 
their effort stick.       – AFP

Soudal Quick-Step team’s Belgian rider Tim Merlier cycles to the finish line to win 
the 12th  stage ahead of Alpecin - Premier Tech team’s Belgian rider Jasper Philipsen 
(left) and Decathlon CMA CGM Team’s Dutch rider Olav Kooij (right) during the 113th  
Tour de France cycling race, 181 km between Circuit de Nevers Magny-Cours and 
Chalon-sur-Saône in central France, yesterday.                – AFP

Merlier claims hat-trick of Tour de France stage wins

Pirate Irwin
PARIS - FIFA president Gianni 

Infantino’s close relationship 
with Donald Trump has ensured a 
successful World Cup and all eyes 
will be on IOC president Kirsty 
Coventry to see if she adopts a 
similar strategy ahead of the 2028 
Los Angeles Olympics.

Until now it has been Casey 
Wasserman, chairman of the LA28 
organising committee, and his 
team who have been dealing with 
the US administration.

Coventry, the former Zimbabwean 
swimmer has been in charge for just 
over a year, is yet to meet Trump.

“Wasserman’s team’s mandate 
is to deliver the Games, protect the 
revenue, and ‘make the trains run 
on time’,” Terrence Burns, a former 
IOC marketing executive, told AFP.

“President Coventry’s mandate 
is to protect universality and the 
integrity of sport.

“Those two things run in 
parallel right up to the moment 
they don’t, and the moment they 
don’t is when relationships, not 
only contracts, matter.”

Chief among Coventry’s 
priorities is ensuring safe entry for 
the thousands of athletes who will 
compete at the Games.

In terms of numbers the World 
Cup is miniscule compared to the 
Olympics - 11,200 athletes, or 15,000 
if you include the Paralympics, as 
opposed to 1,200 - but the US refused 
entry to FIFA-accredited Somali 
referee Omar Artan and also blocked 
some of the Iranian entourage.

“Managing the political 
dynamics counting down to LA 28 
is arguably President Coventry’s 
biggest challenge,” Michael Payne, 
a former head of marketing for 

the IOC who is well-informed on 
Olympic matters, told AFP.

“It is totally naïve to think that 
you can have the whole world turn 
up without a strong engagement with 
the political authorities,” he added.

“Failure by the IOC leadership 
not to properly engage with the 
global political establishment is a 
recipe for disaster.”

It is one thing dealing with the 
political establishment and quite 
another dealing with the maverick 
that is Trump.

Asked last year about how 
she intended to deal with Trump, 
Coventry said: “I have been dealing 
with, let’s say, difficult men in high 
positions since I was 20 years old.”

Burns, though, said: “Nobody 
handles him. The question is whether 
the IOC has a strategy that does not 
depend on personal chemistry.

“This means a private channel 
with a respected relationship, and 
hopefully where no public statement 
demands a public response.”

‘Pragmatic’
Infantino has made much of his 

closeness to Trump - awarding him 
the much-ridiculed inaugural FIFA 
peace prize - but it has also created 
problems.

For example, Trump admitted he 
had intervened by calling Infantino 
to request that the red card of US 
World Cup star Folarin Balogun be 
reviewed to allow him to play in the 
last-16 match against Belgium.

FIFA promptly suspended the 
card and Balogun was allowed to 
play, although the US lost heavily 
and were eliminated.

Burns suggested if a similar 
situation had happened to a Cape 
Verde player, “a call from the 

President of Cape Verde would not 
have had a similar result”.

“The real lesson for President 
Coventry regarding Trump is 
never to mistake proximity for 
influence,” said Burns.

“Infantino just made that 
mistake in front of the entire world.

“But, and this is important, in 
the end, Infantino’s number one 
objective is a successful 2026 World 
Cup, and he is pragmatic enough to 
understand what it takes to do that.

“One may disagree with how he 
goes about it, but he’s operating in 
a very narrow lane with a definitive 
timeline.”

Payne says Coventry, a former 
sports minister in the Zimbabwean 
government, should take as an 
example Juan Antonio Samaranch 
and not Irishman Michael Killanin.

“In the late 1970’s IOC President 
Killanin did not really engage up 
front with the political authorities 
and that led to a decade of boycotts 
that nearly destroyed the Olympic 
Movement,” said Payne.

“Samaranch had to spend much 
of his presidency engaging with 
political leaders in order to get 
them to understand that boycotts 
were a failed strategy and to 
support the Olympics.”

Coventry could also take a leaf 
out of her predecessor Thomas 
Bach’s book.

“Tokyo 2020 only took place (in 
2021 as it had been postponed owing 
to COVID) because Thomas Bach 
built a very close relationship with 
Prime Minister Abe,” said Payne.

“Maybe Bach put too much 
emphasis on politics, but to go in 
totally the opposite direction, and 
ignoring the political establishment 
is not going to work.”    – AFP

Luke Phillips

LONDON - Josh Kerr is hoping 
hitting peak physical form blends 
with minute planning and the latest 
in running shoe innovation to help 
propel him to a world record in the 
men’s mile.

Kerr has chosen tomorrow’s 
Diamond League meet in London to 
have a tilt at the 3min 43.13sec set 
by Morocco’s Hicham El Guerrouj 
in Rome back in 1999.

The 28-year-old US-based Scot, 
2023 world 1,500m champion and 
Olympic silver medallist, currently 
holds the British record over the mile 
with 3:45.34, set in Eugene in 2024.

“It is the most historic track 
record, but the current mark... has 
not been bettered this century,” Kerr 
said in a series of all-encompassing 
articles for British newspaper The 
Daily Telegraph laying bare his 
approach to the race.

“It’s too long. It’s time to bring 
this record into the modern era 
through training, technology and 
effort.

“I have won three world titles 
and two Olympic medals but 
joining Sir Roger (Bannister), as 
well as middle-distance legends 
Steve Ovett, Sebastian Coe and 
Steve Cram on the roll call of mile 
record holders, would be the biggest 
moment of my career.”

Kerr’s bid to break the 27-year-
old record is built on a combination 
of factors, not least shoe technology.

The required pace to break the 
record involves an athlete running an 
average of 16.2 mph or 55.5sec laps.

Kerr, known as being highly 
selective in the races he runs, wears 
Brooks running shoes, and the Scot 
contends the latest pair he’ll be 
donning, after months in the design 
lab, “will change athletics”.

“Night and day. The biggest leap 
in innovation that I have experienced 
in athletics. Years ahead,” were Kerr’s 
reactions to wearing the new shoes.

“I was like a child again on 
Christmas morning. It has been 
very special to see this vision come 
to life.”

Ultra aggressive
Kerr said the newly custom-

designed shoes, with a stiff but 
lightweight carbon fibre plate 
embedded in the sole, were “ultra 
aggressive” and offered up a rocker 
effect, with no cushioning beneath 
the heel.

“This sort of design suits the 
demands of a mile world record, 
where changes of pace should be 
less dramatic than a championship 
race and it is more about constantly 
holding an all-out record speed.”

Kerr, coached by Danny 
Mackey, lives at high altitude in 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, but has 
also converted his bedroom into an 
altitude chamber to better benefit 
from the natural production of more 
oxygen-rich red blood cells.

That setup, however, does not 
make for later evenings.

“After dinner, at about 7:45 p.m., 
my wife Larimar and I will go in. We 
can watch a film but we’re usually 
asleep by 8:30 p.m.,” said the two-
time world indoor 3,000m champion.

Devotion to the sport has seen 
Kerr miss out on life with extended 
family in the United Kingdom, while 
he has surrounded himself with a 
dedicated backroom staff including 
physiotherapists, mental coaches and 
even a “performance chef”.

Kerr’s defence of his 1,500m title 
at last year’s world championships in 
Tokyo did not go to plan as he strained 
his calf in the semi-final - something 
for which he blames himself.

“Tokyo happened for a reason 
and it has only left me mentally 
stronger than ever for this world-
record attempt,” he said.

Kerr will line up in a strong 
field tomorrow including American 
Yared Nuguse, whose North 
American mile record of 3:43.97 
guarantees a dramatic race in the 
British capital.                        –AFP

Tennis

PARIS – World No.3 Carlos 
Alcaraz, who has been out of 
action since April, is slated to 
return to action at next month’s 
Cincinnati Open after being 
named in the entry list.

If the Spaniard does start, it 
will be his first tournament since 

he got injured in the first round of 
the Barcelona Open in April.

Alcaraz subsequently pulled 
out of tournaments in Madrid and 
Rome and then Roland Garros, 
where he was the reigning two-
time champion.

He also missed Wimbledon, 
where his rival Jannik Sinner 
prevailed for the second year in a 

row on the London grass against 
the German Alexander Zverev, 
the world No. 2, who himself had 
triumphed earlier on the Paris clay.

With this possible return in 
Cincinnati, Alcaraz could regain 
some rhythm before defending his 
US Open title at Flushing Meadow 
at the end of August.

– AFP

Alcaraz slated to return at Cincinnati Open

Attention to detail as Kerr targets 
El Guerrouj’s mile record

IOC chief Coventry can learn from Infantino 
on handling Trump: ex-IOC executives
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Isabel Kua
BEIJING – Competition is fierce 

for professional photographers at 
Beijing’s tourist hotspots, including 
a scenic lake where women in flowy 
traditional robes pose for snaps to 
share on Xiaohongshu*, China’s 
massively popular lifestyle app.

The platform, which is 
reportedly preparing to file to go 
public as soon as this year, has 
shaken up the tourism industry in 
China, where domestic travel is 
booming to record levels.

Known as RedNote in English, 
Xiaohongshu’s interface is similar to 
the US social network Pinterest, but 
it is sometimes nicknamed “China’s 
Instagram” as users can post photos, 
videos and even livestream.

Travellers use the app to 
discover new destinations and plan 
their itineraries around photogenic 
locations, like the lake in the 
capital’s historic Shichahai area – 
one of many “daka” or “check-in” 
spots where Xiaohongshu is driving 
even more footfall.

On a recent Monday, photogra-
pher Li Geng, 18, stood with a cam-
era slung across her neck, touting 
her services to wandering tourists 
whom she charges 10 yuan (11.88 
patacas) per photo.

Metres away, other photogra-
phers yelled instructions to ornately 
dressed young women who held 
their fingers in victory signs and 

arched their backs for the camera.
Li told AFP many of her 

competitors have a significant social 
media presence, including one who 
has 45,000 followers on Xiaohongshu 
and charges lower prices for photos.

That has caused “more custom-
ers to flock to him while putting a 
massive amount of pressure on the 
rest of us”, she said.

In contrast Li, who has no big 
online following, can “only rely on 
calling out to people on the street to 
get customers”.

Travel inspiration
Domestic travel in China hit 

record highs last year, Xinhua 
reported in March, with trips by 
residents exceeding 6.5 billion, up 
more than 16 percent year-on-year.

Meanwhile, Xiaohongshu’s 
user base has grown to 350 million 
monthly active users, data analy-
sis platform Qiangua said in May, 
from 300 million a year earlier.

The app has boosted lesser-
known businesses and sent tourists in 
droves to unconventional locations 
such as Zibo, a quiet industrial city in 
Shandong, after its cheap, marinated 
barbecue skewers went viral.

Xiaohongshu is now the first 
place where “a lot of younger 
travellers” seek inspiration, said 
Ming Yii Lai, senior strategy 
consultant at Daxue Consulting.

Tourist Mina Chen, visiting 

the Shichahai area with her sister, 
had planned her Beijing trip using 
recommendations from other 
Xiaohongshu users.

Searching popular keywords 
like “citywalk” on the app brought 
up itineraries for the day, including 
where to eat and convenient routes 
from one attraction to another.

“It is now indispensable [to 
me],” the 20-year-old student from 
Hunan province told AFP.

‘TikTok refugees’
Xiaohongshu-driven travel has 

caused issues including overtourism 
at viral spots and businesses 
becoming too dependent on 
platform traffic, Lai told AFP.

Paid posts from food bloggers 
“who sing high praises about 
shops or destinations” have also 
drawn complaints when their 
recommendations are disappointing.

The app took the global spotlight 
last year when a proposed US 
government ban on the social media 
platform TikTok sent American 
users, dubbed “TikTok refugees”, 
flocking to RedNote.

And it has made headlines in 
recent weeks over its preparations 
to confidentially file for an initial 
public offering (IPO) in Hong Kong, 
according to outlets including The 
Wall Street Journal, which said its 
market debut could be as early as 
the end of 2026.

Young women in more affluent 
cities remain the app’s core user 
base, according to Qiangua.

But it is also gaining traction 
with Chinese speakers in countries 
like Malaysia and Singapore – and 
not just among young women.

Singaporean retiree Ernest Phua 
turned to Xiaohongshu to plan 
trips to Guangdong and Yunnan, 
searching for “travel strategy” in 
Mandarin to find recommendations.

There is “a great difference” 
viewing travel content about China 
on the app compared to other 
platforms like YouTube, 58-year-
old Phua told AFP.

“If we want to know what it 
is really like in China” and what 
locals like to do, eat and go to, 
“Xiaohongshu has lots of content”, 
he said.

Meng Jiaxuan, 20, dolled up in 
her traditional outfit at Shichahai, 
said she had even researched poses 
for her photoshoot on Xiaohongshu.

“No matter what it is, I just search 
for it on Xiaohongshu,” she said.

– AFP
Xiaohongshu (literally “Little 

Red Book”) is China’s premier life-
style-sharing and social e-commerce 
platform. It functions as a hybrid of 
Instagram, Pinterest, and Amazon, 
where users share product reviews, 
travel guides, fashion tips, and daily 
life through photos, short videos, and 
blog posts. – Gemini

‘Indispensable’ Xiaohongshu app fuels Chinese tourism

Tourists from Jilin Province show their Xiaohongshu accounts on their mobile 
phones as they visit the Forbidden City in Beijing last Saturday.                           – AFP 

Eléonore Sens
FATICK, Senegal – Against a 

frenzy of drums, chanting and gunfire, 
a few hundred Serer men parade about 
in a trance-like state, brandishing the 
day’s hunt – jackals, monitor lizards, 
monkeys and birds – in hopes of 
hastening Senegal’s rainy season.

Ndiaye Ndiaye, a district in the 
western city of Fatick, on Monday 
hosted the 723rd edition of its annual 
hunt, known as the Miss de Diobaye*, 
a centuries-old tradition believed to 
bring rain and protect the community.

The ritual, which belongs to the 
country’s Serer ethnic minority, also 
heralds the start of the farming season.

However, it has been disrupted in 
recent years by deforestation, mod-
ernisation and climate change that is 
causing the rains to arrive later.

Wearing a camouflage vest, 
Ousseynou Laye Dione returns 
on his motorbike from his seventh 

Diobaye hunt alongside eight other 
young men in scorching heat.

“We chase the animals on 
motorbikes”, the 26-year-old 
firefighter said, explaining that 
“when we’re 100 metres from the 
animal, we shoot at it and sometimes 
we hit it head-on”.

The hunters share the catch by 
hacking off pieces with machetes 
and hanging them from their belts.

Only Serer men who have under-
gone initiation rites are allowed to 
take part in the mystical hunt.

The day before the event, 
a traditional seer, known as a 
Saltigué, predicts which animal 
must be killed in order to trigger 
abundant rain. The secret is shared 
only among the initiates.

Legend has it that the practice 
began seven centuries ago during 
a terrible drought, when a seer 
foretold the return of rain only if a 

specific animal was killed.
On the evening when that animal 

was hunted down, heavy rain fell on 
Ndiaye Ndiaye, bringing a bountiful 
harvest – and a tradition was born.

Martial parade
The young men’s return to the 

district is marked by a spirited 
martial procession, accompanied by 
drums and chanting.

Adorned with protective vines 
and eyes rolled back in ecstatic 
trances, the hunters bash their 
machetes and fire their rifles and 
pistols to ward off evil spirits.

“The Miss is a moment of 
catharsis, a violent purification of 
space, entrusted to the youngest men”, 
said Sobel Dione, an anthropologist 
specialised in Serer culture.

From a safe distance, women and 
children, generally in high spirits but 
sometimes startled by the gunfire, 
watched the frenetic procession.

“It’s a celebration”, exclaimed 
various members of a group of women.

As the parade drew to a close, 
hunters gathered by family to dance 
before traditional and religious 
leaders as well as state officials, 
brandishing their weapons.

“It’s a source of pride for me to 
represent my community and take 
part in the culture”, said 19-year-
old Mamour Diaw, his face painted 
white. “Our millet fields need it”.

Climate change and 
deforestation

Over the centuries, the Miss de Dio-
baye has had to adapt to the changing 
physical environment and times.

In Senegal, a feverish ancestral hunt beckons the rain

Hunters, covered in leaves to ward off evil spirits, sing during a march before 
displaying their catch to community members, as well as traditional and political 
leaders, during the “Miss de Diobaye” (“Diobaye Hunt”) in Senegal’s Fatick region, 
on Monday.                    – AFP 

Dressed in an elegant suit with 
a rifle slung over his shoulder, 
56-year-old Ousseynou Ndour has 
seen the tradition evolve.

“Hunting methods have shifted 
with the introduction of motorbikes. 
In the past we walked barefoot 
through the bush, without guns”, he 
told AFP.

The once vast forest of Diobaye 
has been reduced to a sprawling plain 
dotted with sparse trees, depleted by 
human-driven deforestation and soil 
salinisation.

Antelopes and rhinos once 
hunted by ancestors no longer exist 
in the region.

Today, climate change has 
further modified the tradition, with 
rains arriving increasingly later and 
over shorter periods.

Sitor Ndour, secretary-general 
of the Miss organising committee, 
noted that the timing of the hunt has 

shifted over the decades.
“We used to hold it in May, 

because the rainy season was 
already setting in”, he said.

Peanut and millet farming practices 
have also changed, with new seed 
varieties that mature more quickly.

“These traditions have the 
capacity to evolve,” Dione, the 
anthropologist said.

“They safeguard both practical 
knowledge and a collective bond with 
the land, making climate adaptation 
more robust and more human.”

History will record that in 2026, 
the day after the Miss de Diobaye, 
western Senegal received the 
season’s first major rainfall.  – AFP

* “The Diobaye Hunt”, which 
references Diobaye, a historic forest 
locality situated northeast of Senegal’s 
western city of Fatick. “Miss”, also 
spelt “Miis”, means “hunt” in the 
Serer language. – Gemini
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Argentine fans celebrate at 
the end of the 2026 World Cup 
semi-final against England at the 
Atlanta Stadium in Atlanta on 
Wednesday.   – AFP
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Argentina fans burn an England flag as they celebrate 
Argentina’s victory over England following the 2026 FIFA 
World Cup semi-final at the Obelisk in Buenos Aires on 
Wednesday.                       – AFP

England fans cheer after losing the 2026 World Cup semi-
final against Argentina at the Atlanta Stadium in Atlanta on 
Wednesday.                          – AFP

Argentina’s forward 
Lionel Messi (left) and 
England’s forward Harry 
Kane hug after the 2026 
World Cup semi-final 
between England and 
Argentina at the Atlanta 
Stadium in Atlanta on 
Wednesday. 

     – AFP

England fans react after 
losing the 2026 World 
Cup semi-final against 
Argentina at the Atlanta 
Stadium in Atlanta on 
Wednesday.              – AFP

In this aerial view fans 
celebrate Argentina’s 
victory over England in 
the 2026 FIFA World Cup 
semi-final at the Obelisk 
in Buenos Aires on 
Wednesday.            – AFP
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