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China stands ready to strengthen 
cooperation with ASEAN: Wang Yi

As the most important anchor of stability in the region, 
China stands ready to strengthen cooperation with the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi said in Manila yesterday.   – Story on p. 7

Canada evaluating ‘all options’ 
after fresh US tari!s threat

Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney said yesterday 
he was looking at “all options” after US President Donald 
Trump made plans to impose new 50 percent tariffs on many 
Canadian goods in 30 days.               –  Story on p. 11

Hundreds battle new mega-
wild"re in Spain

More than 600 firefighters and troops and 29 aircraft 
yesterday battled for a sixth day a huge wildfire north of 
Madrid that authorities said is one of the most difficult they 
have faced.      – Story on p. 12 

Armindo Neves
The Social Security Fund (FSS) announced in a 

statement yesterday that it will lower its activation 
threshold for the periodic adjustment of social 
security benefits, reducing the required cumulative 
change in Macau’s composite consumer price index 
(CPI) from the current three per cent to two per cent.

Yesterday, the FSS presented its plan to optimise the 
“Periodic Adjustment Mechanism for Social Security 
Benefits” to the government-appointed Standing 
Council on Social Concerted Action. According to 
the statement, the proposal also establishes a flexible 
procedure to ensure that old-age pension adjustments 
occur at intervals of no more than three years.

The old-age pension currently stands at 3,900 
patacas per month.

In addition to the old-age pension, various 
FSS social security benefits include disability 
pensions, unemployment allowances, and sickness 
allowances, among others.

The FSS stated that these optimisations will 
enhance the mechanism’s responsiveness to price 
fluctuations, thereby ensuring that adjustments 
to old-age pensions and other benefits are more 
closely aligned with the needs of the population.

The proposed plan is based on a specialised 
study commissioned by the Social Security Fund 
from the University of Macau (UM) last year, 
titled “Feasibility Study on Linking the Old-Age 
Pension Adjustment Mechanism with the Minimum 
Subsistence Index”.

According to the statement, the UM study 
report noted that the composite CPI is a sufficiently 
representative, reasonable, and reliable indicator of 
purchasing power changes across society, including 
among the elderly.

The study report concluded that it is therefore 
appropriate to continue using the composite CPI 
as the core parameter.

To enhance responsiveness to price fluctuations, 
the UM study recommended lowering the 
activation threshold from a cumulative three per 
cent change to two per cent, taking into account 
Macau’s average inflation trends in recent years. 
Furthermore, to avoid the stagnation of adjustments 
during periods of prolonged mild inflation, the 
report recommended setting a target for old-age 
pension adjustments at intervals of no more than 
three years, supported by a flexible procedure.

Under this procedure, if the cumulative change 
in the composite CPI does not reach the two per cent 
threshold within three years of the last adjustment, 
the Social Security Fund may still consider the actual 
socio-economic situation, residents’ expectations, 
and the fund’s financial capacity to assess whether 
an adjustment is warranted.

Economists regard the composite CPI as a 
key economic indicator measuring the average 
change over time in prices paid for a representative 
basket of consumer goods and services, covering 
households across the population.

The statement noted that the Social Security 
Fund will closely monitor price changes and social 
developments while adhering to the principle that 
the old-age pension, together with the government’s 
annual subsidy for senior citizens (currently 10,000 
patacas per year), shall not fall below Macau’s 
official minimum subsistence index, thereby 
guaranteeing a basic level of protection for the 
elderly.

The statement underlined that once the conditions 
set by the new adjustment mechanism are met, 
the Social Security Fund will prepare proposals, 
seek the views of the Standing Council on Social 
Concerted Action, which comprises government, 
employer and employee representatives, and submit 
formal recommendations to adjust its various social 
security benefits. 

Govt lowers social security 
adjustment trigger

This chart provided by the Social Security Fund (FSS) yesterday shows its plan to lower the 
government’s Social Security Benefits Periodic Adjustment Mechanism activation threshold.

BEIJING – China has lodged stern rep-
resentations to Philippine ambassador over 
provocations and attacks on law enforce-
ment officers of the China Coast Guard 
(CCG) at Ren’ai Jiao, a foreign ministry said 
in Beijing yesterday, adding China is firmly 
determined to safeguard its territorial sover-
eignty and maritime rights and interests.

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

related query, urging the Philippines to stop 
stirring trouble and groundless hype.

According to the spokesperson, on 
July 20, two boats from a grounded Philip-
pine ship approached a CCG patrol boat in 
a dangerous manner and rammed it, and the 
Philippine side violently attacked Chinese 
law enforcement officers.

After the incident, the Philippines 
distorted facts, falsely accused the Chinese 

side, and spread disinformation. China 
strongly deplores and firmly rejects the 
Philippines’ moves, said Lin.

He stressed that Ren’ai Jiao, as part 
of Nansha Qundao, is China’s territory. 
It is well known that on May 9, 1999, the 
Philippines illegally grounded a warship 
there, calling it “stranded.” China requested 
the Philippine side on multiple occasions to 
tow away the warship, and the Philippines 

promised many times to China that it will be 
removed. But 27 years has passed and the 
commitment remains undelivered.

“We urge the Philippine side to 
earnestly fulfill its commitments, stop at 
once provocations at sea and the spread of 
disinformation, and reign in its personnel at 
the site. Otherwise, all consequences thereof 
shall be borne by the Philippine side,” Lin 
added.                           – Xinhua

China lodges stern representation to Philippine ambassador 
over provocations at Ren’ai Jiao: spokesperson
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CLOUDY APART FROM SUNNY 
PERIODS. 
A FEW SHOWERS AT FIRST. 
FORCE 3 TO 4 SOUTH TO 
SOUTHWESTERLY WINDS. 
RELATIVE HUMIDITY WILL RANGE 
BETWEEN 65% AND 95%.

27ºC~31ºC
Source: SMG
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Khalel Vallo
Gongbei Customs said in 

a statement yesterday that its 
officers have intercepted a dual-
plate vehicle carrying 280 live fish, 
including more than 100 listed 
as priority-controlled invasive 
species, at the Zhuhai checkpoint 
of the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macao 
Bridge (HZMB).

According to the statement, 
the vehicle, bearing Guangdong-
Hong Kong dual licence plates, 
was stopped while entering the 
Chinese mainland via the HZMB 
Zhuhai checkpoint. The seizure 
took place at around 3:00 p.m. on 
June 25, when customs officers 
detected suspicious images during 
X-ray screening of the vehicle, the 
statement said. 

A subsequent inspection 
uncovered six water-filled plastic 
bags concealed in the boot, 
containing a total of 280 live 
fish, the statement noted, adding 
that the identification completed 
last Tuesday by a forensic 
identification centre in Guangdong 
confirmed that the fish belonged 
to four species: Lamontichthys 
filamentosus, Hemiodontichthys 
acipenserinus, Farlowella 
rostrata and Exodon paradoxus, 
all of which are members of the 
Loricariidae family*.

Among the seized fish, 107 
specimens from three Loricariidae 

species are listed in the Chinese 
mainland’s Catalogue of Alien 
Species under Key Port Control, 
the statement noted, adding that 
this was the first interception 
of priority-controlled invasive 
species at Zhuhai’s HZMB 
Customs checkpoint since the 
catalogue was introduced in May 
this year. 

Gongbei Customs reminded 
the public that introducing 
alien species into the Chinese 
mainland without authorisation 
is prohibited and that carrying 

live animals or plants across 
the border is strictly forbidden, 
adding that violators will face 
legal action in accordance with 
relevant laws and regulations. 

* Loricariidae is the largest 
family of catfish, with over 
90 genera and just over 680 
species. Loricariids originate 
from freshwater habitats of Costa 
Rica, Panama, and tropical and 
subtropical South America. These 
fish are noted for the bony plates 
covering their bodies and their 
suckermouths. - Gemini

Zhuhai’s Gongbei Customs seizes 280 live 
!sh at HZMB checkpoint

This undated handout photo provided by Gongbei Customs yesterday shows six 
water-filled plastic bags containing 280 live fish seized by customs officials at the 
Zhuhai Port (checkpoint) of the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macao Bridge (HZMB) on June 25. 

Ida Cheong
Macau was hit by persistently 

torrential rain on Monday; 
however, sunny skies are expected 
to return over the coming days, 
with an active southwest monsoon 
gradually easing, according to a 
statement by the Meteorological 
and Geophysical Bureau (SMG).

Over the next few days, Macau 
will come under the influence of 
an upper-air anticyclone, bringing 
clear and fine weather along with 
very hot conditions, the statement 
said, adding that the maximum 
daily temperatures could reach 
33°C or higher, with urban 
areas potentially experiencing 
temperatures one to two degrees 
higher than elsewhere in Macau. 

Meanwhile, the local observa-
tory said it will issue the Yellow 
Hot Weather Warning Signal as 
conditions warrant. Due to high 
daytime heat and elevated per-
ceived temperatures, the bureau 
advised all those engaged in out-
door activities or work to take sun 
protection measures and stay prop-
erly hydrated, the statement said.

According to the statement, 
a low-pressure system currently 
located east of the Philippines 
may develop into a tropical 
cyclone. Guided by the upper-air 
anticyclone, it is forecast to move 
towards the northern part of the 
South China Sea over the next 
few days.

However, various forecast 
models yesterday showed dis-
crepancies regarding its track and 
speed after entering the South 
China Sea. Yesterday’s forecast 
suggested it will stay over open 
waters for a relatively long period 
with minimal terrain interference, 
creating conditions favourable for 
it to intensify into a typhoon or 
higher-level tropical cyclone, the 
statement said, adding that under 
the influence of this potential sys-
tem, winds in Macau are forecast 
to strengthen significantly over 

the weekend, and the weather will 
turn unsettled with frequent heavy 
showers and occasional thunder-
storms.

The statement pointed out that 
if the system ultimately takes a 
track closer to the Guangdong 
coast, its impact on Macau will be 
even more pronounced, presenting 
a high meteorological risk.

Members of the public are 
urged to closely monitor the latest 
weather developments via official 
channels such as SMG official 
website: www.smg.gov.mo.  

Observatory forecasts sunny, hot weather 
for coming days

This image provided by the Meteorological and Geophysical Bureau (SMG) 
yesterday forecasts the return of sunny weather to Macau from today to Friday. 
Translation from Portuguese arranged by the Post. 

Ida Cheong
The “Ask China - Macau Edition 

2026” forum, themed “The 15th 
Five-Year Plan: China’s Economic 
Policies and Opportunities for 
Macau”, took place at Wynn 
Macau yesterday, aiming to offer 
an in-depth exploration of the new 
opportunities created for Macau and 
the global business community by 
the quinquennial plan.

Secretary for Economy and 
Finance Dora Ng Wai Han, Central 
People’s Government Liaison 
Office in the Macao Special 
Administrative Region (MSAR) 
Deputy Director Lu Yuyin, 14th 
National People’s Congress 
deputies and local lawmakers 
José Chui Sai Peng and Kevin 
Ho King Lun, and 14th Chinese 
People’s Political Consultative 
Conference National Committee 
members Lawrence Ho Yau Lung 
and Frederico Ma Chi Nga, as well 
as about 150 civic and business 
leaders from a wide range of 
sectors, attended the one-day forum 
yesterday but did not address it. 

The forum closely followed 
the latest policy directions of the 
national 15th Five-Year Plan and 
incorporated the 3rd Five-Year 
Plan for Economic and Social 
Development of the Macao SAR 
(2026-2030), which is set to be 

officially implemented next month, 
according to a statement by the 
organiser, yesterday.

AmCham Macau Chairman 
Charles M. Choy (蔡明威) noted 
in his speech that Macau is 
playing a critical role as a “Golden 
Connector” in the development of 
the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao 
Greater Bay Area (GBA).

“The forum is an excellent 
platform for us to ‘Ask China – 
engage in dialogue with China and 
understand China!” Chou said, 
adding that he hoped everyone will 
use the platform to exchange views 
candidly, build consensus, and 
jointly achieve win-win cooperation 
over the next five years.

AmCham Macau President 
said in her speech that the nation’s 
15th Five-Year Plan has charted 
a clear direction and injected 
strong momentum for local future 
development, adding that as an 
important window for the nation’s 
opening-up and a platform for 
international exchange, Macau is 
uniquely positioned to connect 
with the world while integrating 
into and serving the country’s 
overall development strategy. By 
leveraging its unique advantages, 
the city can play a meaningful role 
in contributing to the country’s 
high-level opening-up, she said.  

Forum focuses on 
nation’s 15th Five-Year 
Plan to explore new 

opportunities for Macau

American Chamber of Commerce in Macau (AmCham Macau) Chairman Charles M. 
Choy (蔡明威) addresses the “Ask China - Macau Edition 2026” forum at Wynn 
Macau yesterday.          – Photo: Ida Cheong
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Khalel Vallo
The “Women’s Volleyball 

Nations League (VNL) – Finals 
Macao 2026 presented by Galaxy 
Entertainment Group” will begin 
today at the Macao East Asian Games 
Dome in Cotai, with organisers 
and coaches praising the city’s 
preparations and anticipating a week 
of world-class volleyball featuring 
the tournament’s eight elite teams. 

Speaking at a press conference 
at Galaxy International Convention 
Centre yesterday, Volleyball World 
Chief Product Officer Marcelo 
Hargreaves da Costa said that 
Macau would be the focus of the 
global volleyball community during 
the finals, while congratulating both 
the Netherlands and Canada teams 
for reaching the VNL Finals for the 
first time.

Meanwhile, Sports Bureau 
(ID) Acting President See Lei Si 
Leng said that the knockout-format 
tournament would feature high-level 
competition while helping promote 
Macau as a “City of Sports”, adding 
that a volleyball-themed carnival 
and cultural activities would be 
held alongside the tournament to 
integrate sports and tourism. 

Galaxy Entertainment Group 
(GEG) Corporate Affairs Director 
Buddy Lam Chi Seng said that 
GEG was honoured to support 
the tournament, noting that the 
integrated resort operator has backed 
world-class women’s volleyball 
events in Macau for 16 years. 

“The Women’s Volleyball 

Nations League is one of the most 
anticipated events on the global 
volleyball calendar, and the Finals 
are the ultimate stage for the world’s 
elite teams,” Lam said, adding that 
community activities, including a 
volleyball clinic with members of the 
China Women’s National Volleyball 
Team, autograph sessions and an 
interactive volleyball experience 
zone, have been organised to bring 
fans closer to the sport.

Moreover, Volleyball Associa-
tion of Macao Secretary General 
Alice Fong Sok Van said that host-
ing the Finals provides not only 
top-level competition for specta-
tors but also valuable learning 

opportunities for local referees, 
coaches and players. 

Coaches confident ahead 
of quarter-finals 

The eight teams comprise 
Brazil, Canada, Italy, Japan, the 
Netherlands, Turkey, and the US, 
along with host nation China.

The participating teams also 
expressed confidence ahead of the 
opening matches.

China head coach Zhao Yong 
said that his team were looking 
forward to competing in the Finals 
against the US. “We will do our best 
to prepare for the match. I hope we 
can have a great match and show our 

current ability”, Zhao said, adding 
that the squad’s physical condition 
was normal ahead of the tournament 
and expressed confidence that China 
would be ready for the challenge 
posed by the Americans. 

Brazil head coach José Roberto 
Guimarães said it was “a big 
honour” to return to Macau and 
praised the organisation of the 
Finals. “We are here to improve, 
to learn with the best teams in the 
world”, he said, adding that his side 
will face Japan in a rematch of one 
of the most “anticipated” quarter-
finals. 

Japan head coach Ferhat Akbaş 
acknowledged the challenge of 

facing Brazil again. “Brazil is a 
great opponent to teach us a lot”, 
he said, noting that his team would 
remain united and aim to deliver 
a strong performance for fans in 
Macau. 

Canada head coach Giovanni 
Guidetti said that his team was 
proud to have reached their first 
VNL Finals. “It is our first VNL 
Finals, so we are very excited to 
be here”, he said, while Italy head 
coach Julio Velasco said that all 
matches in the Finals would be 
difficult, but was quick to add 
that his squad had arrived with all 
players available after rotating its 
lineup during earlier stages of the 
competition. 

Dutch head coach Felix 
Kozlowski described their 
qualification as a significant 
achievement for his team. “We had 
a tough road to qualify to come 
here to Macau”, he said, adding 
that facing Italy would be a major 
test but also an important learning 
opportunity. 

Turkey head coach Daniele 
Santarelli praised the tournament 
organisation and predicted a highly 
competitive Finals. “I think it 
will be a really perfect show for 
volleyball”, he said.

Meanwhile, US head coach 
Erik Sullivan said that his team 
had enjoyed a positive experience 
in Macau before and was eager to 
continue improving. “We’re very 
excited to play a very good match 
against China”, Sullivan noted. 

Women’s VNL Finals ready to serve o! 

Eight head coaches and their representative players, along with the event organisers, pose for a group photo during yesterday’s 

“Women’s Volleyball Nations League (VNL) – Finals Macao 2026 presented by Galaxy Entertainment Group” press conference at 

Galaxy International Convention Centre in Cotai.                – Photo: Khalel Vallo

Rui Pastorin 
“Wondersome and Peculiar 

Voyages: The Travelling Dolls” is 
exploring translinguality*, cultural 
exchange, migratory experiences, 
and ethnic identity throughout 
its 11-day run at the Rui Cunha 
Foundation (FRC) gallery, with 
the artworks presented by Marta 
Stanisława Sala, a Polish artist, 
and her husband Cheong Kin Man, 
a visual anthropologist and artist 
from Macau.

The exhibition, which kicked 
off last night, sees a mix of both 
art and anthropology, while 
presenting years of cooperation 
between Sala and Cheong. Each 
of the works were jointly created 
and mainly comprise textiles as 
well as written works. A highlight 
of the showcase is “The Travelling 
Dolls” series, which was made by 
the duo, who are based in Lisbon 
and Berlin, specifically for Macau, 
with the city serving as its creative 
foundation. 

Highlighting the meaning 
behind the dolls while addressing 
yesterday’s attendees, curator 
Sara Neves said that the Sala and 
Cheong “are always trying to 
put a lot of people from different 
backgrounds, countries and 
languages together”, noting that 
the display of works, particularly 

the travelling dolls, touch on that. 
“They are travelling dolls 

because they come from different 
backgrounds, but they are also going 
to other places. In the end, maybe 
we are all a little bit like travelling 
dolls. We have different stories from 
different countries, more or less, and 
we carry all of those memories”, 
with one becoming the person that 
they are because of that.

Neves noted during the event 
that the showcase is also special as it 
marks the first time that the duo are 
presenting an exhibition in Macau 

solely dedicated to their work. 
The works are on display until 

August 1. One can visit the gallery 
daily from Monday to Friday from 
10:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m., and from 
3:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. on Saturdays, 
being closed on Sundays. 

The Post spoke with Cheong, 
Sala and Neves last night, with more 
insight into the works, along with 
photos, in an upcoming Page 4.

*Translinguality refers to 
the state, quality, or capacity of 
operating across and fluidly mixing 
multiple languages. - Gemini

Cunha gallery kicks o! ‘Wondersome and 
Peculiar Voyages: The Travelling Dolls’

Macau visual anthropologist Cheong Kin Man (right) addresses last night’s 

exhibition opening at Rui Cunha Foundation’s gallery on Avenida da Praia 

Grande, as his wife, artist Marta Stanisława Sala, (centre) and  curator Sara Neves 
look on.                      – Photo: Rui Pastorin

Rui Pastorin
The 17th edition of AFA (Art for 

All) Autumn Salon will not only be 
held in Macau, but is also poised to 
make its debut in Shanghai.

The “17th AFA Autumn Salon 
2026” takes on the theme “A Tale 
of Two Cities”, with the Macau 
edition of the event to be held from 
October through November in Casa 
Garden, the local headquarters of 
the Lisbon-based Orient Foundation 
(FO), while the Shanghai event 
will take place at the Shanghai 
Powerlong Museum in 2027, AFA 
and FO said in a joint statement 
earlier this week.

Calling for submissions, the 
Macau edition of the event, the 
statement said, will be held with 
an open theme, while the Shanghai 
edition will be themed “Navigation”, 
inspired by “Macau’s long-standing 
history as a crucial node on the 
“Maritime Silk Road” and a vital 
hub for cultural exchange between 
the East and the West”.

By taking the works of Macau 
artists to Shanghai, the organisers 
hope to present the “diverse 
landscape and immense potential of 
Macau’s art to both mainland and 
international audiences”.

The statement said that there will 
be no restrictions on the mediums 
while works must be made between 
2024 and 2026. One can submit up 

to three works. Applications can be 
made until August 31.

Meanwhile, the organisers high-
lighted that the “Orient Founda-
tion Art Award 2026” will also 
be accepting applications, with 
the prize of 50,000 patacas up for 
grabs, funding the winner for “a 
one-month artist residency in Portu-
gal, engaging in creation, exchange, 
or training at a private or public art 
institution”. The winning and short-
listed works will also be showcased 
during the Autumn Salon.

The statement underlined that 
applications are open to Macau 
residents, students studying in 
Macau, or individuals working in 
Macau, being open to any nationality 
aged between 18 and 35.

One can find more details, along 
with the regulations and application 
forms, on the AFA Facebook page. 

17th AFA Autumn Salon 2026 
calls for entries

This photo downloaded from the 

Orient Foundation Facebook page last 

night shows Casa Garden, its Macau 

headquarters.
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Interview by William Chan

T
he Macau Cello Ensemble will present “Macau 
Imagery” on July 30 at Hengqin’s “Zhuhai Huafa 
& CPAA Grand Theatre”, and on August 1 at “Bay 
Opera of Shenzhen”. Having made its debut in 

2023, July’s performance marks the first step for the group 
to perform in multiple cities in the Greater Bay Area (GBA) 
this year.

Composed by Fang Dongqing, “Macau Imagery” has been 
performed in over 10 cities including Beijing, Guangzhou, 
Shanghai, and Shenzhen. For artistic director Zhou You, 
bringing this piece back to the stage reflects the ongoing 
growth and maturity of Macau’s classical music scene.

Zhou, who graduated in cello studies from the Central 
Conservatory of Music in the 1980s, continued to serve as 
a faculty instructor at the nation’s prestigious conservatory 
until the early 1990s. Following the Joint Declaration on 
the Question of Macao signed between China and Portugal, 

he and several fellow lecturers were 
formally invited by the Macau 

government to help elevate the 
city’s musical landscape. 

Over his three decades 

in Macau, Zhou has nurtured dozens of cellists, many of 
whom have gone on to secure positions in professional 
institutions such as the Macau Orchestra. His contributions 
to the region’s cultural sector also include serving as the 
President of the Macao Conservatory. 

According to Zhou, this performance focuses on the 
theme of cultural reflection, bridging the city’s rich history 
with modern string ensemble arrangements.

“The repertoire reflects a deep connection to the city’s 
identity,” Zhou noted. “I wanted to use the profound and 
vocal qualities of the cello to tell Macau’s unique historical 
stories.”

Among the production’s highlights is a diverse multi-
movement structure specifically utilising the “Eight Views 
of Macau” (澳門八景) as its central thematic material. The 
movements capture landmarks defined in 1993 by local 
academic and artistic societies. The opening movement, 
Bay Bridge at Glowing Sunset, depicts the artistic lines of 
the Governor Nobre de Carvalho Bridge (commonly known 
as the Old Bridge), which stood as a singular architectural 
marvel connecting the peninsula and Taipa at the time. The 
concert will also feature movements like Ruins of St. Paul’s 

(三巴聖跡), which explores the historical depths 
of the Far East’s first Western-

style university 

through solemn yet deeply comforting religious and cultural 
undertones.

Alongside the cellos, the performance features two 
double basses, specifically added to shoulder the functional 
low-end weight. Zhou underlined that this arrangement 
liberates the 12 principal cellos, allowing them to weave 
intricate multi-part melodies with complete technical 
freedom. He noted that the concert will also debut unique 
fusions, blending a steady piano foundation with the 
distinct textures of a Portuguese guitar, alongside traditional 
Chinese instruments like the erhu, dizi, and guzheng to 
create colourful stylistic shifts.

Overcoming Challenges & Looking 
Forward

Reflecting on the journey of local classical music, 
Zhou noted that elevating the city’s musical standards and 
establishing sustainable platforms has been both a core 
challenge and a primary goal.

“The greatest challenge in the early days was building 
professional foundations from scratch,” Zhou said. “When I 
first arrived in 1993, Macau lacked professional orchestras; 
local ensembles were amateur groups meeting after hours. 
Transitioning from that to a comprehensive professional 
training system – spanning from full-time secondary music 
courses to tertiary undergraduate and postgraduate degrees 
– demanded long-term dedication.”

Zhou expressed gratitude to the local cultural entities 
and national frameworks for providing consistent support, 
noting that “Macau Imagery” secured vital backing from 
the China National Arts Fund alongside matching support 
from the Macau Cultural Development Fund. Looking 
towards the future, Zhou hopes the orchestra will continue 
its promotional tours across the Chinese nation, ensuring 
that their original works are preserved and continuously 
shared rather than being shelved after initial accolades.

Tickets of the performance in Hengqin are priced 
from 124 to 286 patacas, with various discounts available. 
For more information, visit: www.macauticket.com/
TicketWeb2023/en/programme/P-055961

For Shenzhen’s performance, visit: www.szbo.com.cn/
piao/4/23992.html?v=0701113802

Chords of Heritage:Chords of Heritage:

‘Macau Imagery’ to resound in GBA

The Macau Cello Ensemble performs “Macau Imagery” in 2024 to celebrate Macau’s return to the motherland.

Undated file photo of Zhou 
You performing on his 
cello – Photos provided 
by Zhou

Zhou You poses during the exclusive interview with the Post 
earlier this month at his home. – Photo: William Chan
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Armindo Neves
The Judiciary Police (PJ) 

arrested a man from the Chinese 
mainland on Friday for making a 
false report, PJ spokesman Lei Chi 
Hou said during a regular press 
conference yesterday.

Lei identified the suspect 
as a 38-year-old businessman 
surnamed Ze.

According to Lei, at around 
11:00 p.m. on Friday, the Judiciary 
Police received a report from Ze, 
who claimed that he had earlier 
won HK$1.5 million (1.54 million 
patacas) at a casino.

Ze reported that he then 
contacted two female illegal 
currency exchange dealers to 

come to his hotel room in Cotai 
to exchange the money. His 
purported intention was to convert 
the Hong Kong dollars into yuan 
and transfer the funds back to the 
mainland. However, he claimed he 
was ultimately defrauded by the 
two money changers using fake 
transfer screenshots.

During the investigation, PJ 
officers discovered inconsistencies 
in Ze’s testimony. Lei said that 
upon further questioning, the 
suspect admitted to filing a false 
report.

He confessed that he had 
borrowed HK$1.5 million from 
relatives and friends on the 
mainland to come to Macau, but 
had lost the entire sum gambling. 
Fearing he would not be able to 
account for the loss to his family 
and friends, Ze contacted two 
currency exchange dealers to come 
to his hotel room for a purported 
transaction, only to cancel the deal 
on the pretext of an unfavourable 
exchange rate. Afterwards, he 
filed a false police report claiming 
he had been defrauded.

Ze has meanwhile been 
transferred to the Public 
Prosecutions Office (MP) where 
he faces a charge of reporting a 
false crime.

Lei added that PJ officers will 
open a separate case to investigate 
the two illegal currency exchange 
dealers involved in Ze’s case. 

Judiciary Police (PJ) spokesman Lei 
Chi Hou looks on during yesterday’s 
regular press conference. 

– Photo: Armindo Neves

Police arrest man for making 
false report after gambling 

away HK$1.5 million

Tony Wong
The Legislative Assembly (AL) 

yesterday passed a government-
initiated bill that will raise the 
statutory paid maternity leave for 
private-sector employees to 90 
days, up from the current 70 days.

The new legislation will also 
increase the statutory minimum 
paid annual leave for private-sector 
workers. Currently, employees 
with at least one year of service are 
entitled to six days of annual leave, 
regardless of their total tenure. The 
bill passed yesterday establishes a 
tiered system where annual leave 
increases alongside length of service, 
capped at a maximum of 12 days.

The bill amends the Labour 
Relations Law, which regulates 
private-sector employment. The 
public sector operates under its own 
employment regulations, which 
remain significantly more generous.

The outline of the amendment bill 
was passed during a plenary session 
last month, after which it was re-
viewed by the legislature’s 1st Standing 
Committee. It was then resubmitted to 
yesterday’s plenary session – attend-
ed by Secretary for Economy and 
Finance Dora Ng Wai Han – where 
it was voted on article-by-article in 
its second and final reading.

The initial draft proposed that 
the amended Labour Relations 
Law would come into effect on 
January 1 next year. However, fol-
lowing discussions between leg-
islators and government officials 
during the committee review, the 
final version stipulates that the 
20-day increase in maternity leave 
will take effect the day after its 
publication in the Official Gazette 
(BO). The increase in statutory 
annual leave will still take effect 
on January 1 next year.

During yesterday’s session, Ng 
pledged that the government aims 
to gazette the amendment as soon as 
possible so pregnant employees can 
benefit from the additional 20 days 
of leave earlier.

When the Labour Relations 
Law first came into force in 2009, 
statutory paid maternity leave was 
set at 56 days. This was raised to 
70 days on 26 May 2020, when the 
law’s current version took effect.

All private-sector employees 
with a minimum of one year of 
service – including local and non-
resident workers (NRWs) – are 
entitled to statutory paid maternity 
leave. Under the law’s current 
version, 63 out of the 70 days must be 
taken immediately after childbirth, 

with the remaining seven days 
taken either before or after. Under 
the new 90-day framework, mothers 
must take 60 days immediately after 
birth, but will have the flexibility to 
take the remaining 30 days either 
before or after delivery.

When the 2020 amendment 
came into effect, the government 
introduced a three-year transition 
period during which employers 
were required to cover at least 56 

days of maternity pay, with the 
remaining balance of up to 14 days 
covered by the government.

After that transition period ended 
on May 25, 2023, the government 
launched a provisional subsidy 
scheme to assist eligible employers 
with those 14 days of pay. Under this 
temporary scheme, which runs until 
December 31 this year, employers 
must pay workers for the full 70-day 
period upfront before applying to the 
Labour Affairs Bureau (DSAL) for a 
14-day reimbursement.

This current subsidy applies 
strictly to local female employees; 
employers hiring non-resident 
workers (NRWs) remain fully 
responsible for funding the entire 
70-day maternity leave.

Govt to make maternity 
leave subsidy permanent

Ng noted during yesterday’s 
session that once maternity 
leave is expanded to 90 days, the 
government will make its subsidy 
scheme permanent. Under the 
permanent mechanism, eligible 
employers can apply for a subsidy 
covering 20 days of maternity leave.

She added that an administrative 
regulation (by-law) will be drafted 
to detail the operational procedures 

of the permanent scheme.
Ng further explained that 

because the temporary 14-day 
subsidy remains active until 
December 31 this year, eligible 
employers will effectively benefit 
from a combined 34-day subsidy 
between the date the new 90-day 
law comes into force and the end of 
the year. From January 1 next year 
onwards, the subsidy will revert to 
the standard 20 days.

The amendment bill does not 
include any changes to statutory 
paid paternity leave, which remains 
at five days.

Regarding annual leave, the 
updated Labour Relations Law 
establishes the following breakdown 
based on continuous service with 
the same employer:

Up to 2 years: 6 days
2 to 4 years: 7 days
4 to 6 years: 8 days
6 to 8 years: 9 days
8 to 10 years: 10 days
10 to 12 years: 11 days
12 years or more: 12 days
Ng added that the government 

will launch a new feature on 
the Macao One Account mobile 
application to allow employees 
to check their exact annual leave 
entitlements easily. 

Tony Wong
The Legislative Assembly 

(AL) yesterday passed the outline 
of a government-initiated bill that 
introduces various amendments 
to Macau’s anti-smoking law. 
These include expanding the city’s 
smoking ban to more outdoor 
public areas, prohibiting the use of 
e-cigarettes in all public spaces, and 
allowing anti-smoking inspectors to 
be equipped with body-worn video 
cameras (body cams).

The bill amends Macau’s Tobacco 
Prevention and Control Law.

The amendment bill’s outline 
was passed during a plenary ses-
sion of the legislature last month, 
after which it was reviewed by its 
3rd Standing Committee before 
being resubmitted to yesterday’s 
plenary session, attended by Secre-
tary for Social Affairs and Culture 
Wallis O Lam. The bill was then 
voted on article-by-article in its 
second and final reading.

The new version of the Tobacco 
Prevention and Control Law will take 
legal effect on 1 January next year.

Since the Tobacco Prevention 
and Control Law came into force 
in 2012, it has previously been 
amended twice, in 2018 and 2022.

According to the current version 
of Macau’s anti-smoking law, 
smoking is banned in all indoor 
public venues and facilities, except 
for designated smoking lounges 
in casinos and at the airport. In 
addition, smoking is prohibited 
in certain outdoor public areas, 
such as public parks and gardens, 
beaches, footbridges, pedestrian 
underpasses, and within 10 metres 

of all public bus stops.
Illegal smoking carries a fixed 

fine of 1,500 patacas.
The updated anti-smoking law 

will newly designate outdoor areas 
within 10 metres of the entrances to 
all schools, kindergartens, crèches, 
hospitals, and public health centres 
as statutory no-smoking zones, 
aiming to better protect children and 
patients from exposure to second-
hand smoke.

Under the new version, the 
government can also designate 
specific streets and squares with 
heavy pedestrian traffic as statutory 
no-smoking zones on a case-by-
case basis through an executive 
order, aiming to address the issue 
of non-smokers being affected by 
those who smoke while walking.

The government can set up 
smoking spots within the streets 
and squares designated as statutory 
no-smoking zones.

During yesterday’s plenary 
session, O said that after the new 
anti-smoking law takes effect, the 
government will first designate 
several streets and squares as 

statutory no-smoking zones via 
executive order. These will include 
the current pilot no-smoking zone 
implemented on pavements around 
Dr. Carlos D’Assumpção Park in 
Nape (launched in February this 
year), the square in front of the 
Barrier Gate checkpoint at the 
peninsula’s northern tip, and the area 
surrounding the UNESCO World 
Heritage-listed Ruins of St Paul’s.

Moreover, the new anti-smoking 
law will ban the use of e-cigarettes 
in all public spaces.

The 2018 amendments to the 
anti-smoking law barred the sale 
of e-cigarettes in Macau. The 2022 
amendments further toughened 
regulations, banning the manufacture, 
distribution, sale, import, and export 
of e-cigarettes since December 2022. 
In addition, travellers are prohibited 
from bringing e-cigarettes into or out 
of Macau.

While most provisions listed in 
the new version of the anti-smoking 
law will take effect on January 1 next 
year, the ban on the use of e-cigarettes 
in all public spaces will come into 
force on July 1 next year. 

Lawmakers pass bill raising maternity leave to 90 days, 
annual leave up to 12 days

Legislators pass bill toughening anti-smoking rules

Secretary for Economy and Finance 
Dora Ng Wai Han addresses yesterday’s 
plenary session in the Legislative 
Assembly’s (AL) hemicycle.   
           – Photo courtesy of TDM

Flanked by officials under her portfolio, Secretary for Social Affairs and Culture 
Wallis O Lam (centre) addresses yesterday’s plenary session in the Legislative 
Assembly’s (AL) hemicycle.                   – Photo courtesy of TDM
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BEIJING – China and Europe 
should stick to the overarching 
positioning of ties as a partnership, 
refrain from politicizing economic 
and trade issues and overstretching 
the concept of security in exchanges, 
and work for an upward and dynamic 
balance of trade from a long-term 
perspective, said Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi yesterday.

Wang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China Central Committee, 
made the remarks during a meeting 
with a cross-party delegation of 
the European Parliament, headed 
by David McAllister, chair of the 
Committee on Foreign Affairs, in 
Beijing.

Extending a welcome to the 
delegation as the first ever sent by the 
Committee on Foreign Affairs, Wang 
said China’s development represents 
the increase of the power for peace, 
the enhancement of the elements 
of stability, and the guarantee 
for prosperity and development, 
providing the greatest certainty to 
world peace and development.

Wang noted that, as the European 
Parliament exerts significant 
influence over EU foreign policy, it is 
expected that the delegation will step 
up exchanges with various sectors 
in China, work to better ensure 
that the EU can develop a rational 
and objective view of China, and 
adopt proactive and correct policies 
towards China.

Noting China and the EU are 

partners, rather than rivals, and the 
interests of the two sides are deeply 
intertwined, Wang said China stands 
ready to strengthen coordination and 
cooperation with the EU on global 
affairs, advance an equal and orderly 
multipolar world and universally 
beneficial and inclusive economic 
globalization, and make positive 
contributions to world peace, 
stability and prosperity.

McAllister said the EU attaches 
great importance to its relations with 
China, applauds China’s remarkable 
development achievements, and op-

poses decoupling from China. The 
EU welcomes the resumption of 
exchanges between the legislative 
bodies of the two sides, and stands 
ready to boost dialogue with China, 
deepen mutual understanding, and 
advance cooperation, to promote the 
sound and steady development of 
EU-China relations.

The EU is willing to maintain 
close communication with China, 
and bolster cooperation in areas such 
as green development and climate 
change response, among others, he 
added.                            – Xinhua

Commentary by Lawrence Freeman
A recent article published by the 

Peterson Institute for International 
Economics (PIIE) conveniently 
ignores the historical burden 
imposed on low- and middle-
income countries (LMICs) under 
the United States-led “rules-based 
order” following World War II.

The paper is riddled with 
historical distortions in a deliberate 
attempt to prove the authors’ 
presumption: China’s exports are 
responsible for crowding out space 
for the LMICs to develop their 
local manufacturing capacity. As a 
specialist in the political economy 
of sub-Saharan African nations and 
China-Africa relations, I can provide 
some light on this misleading 
narrative. While it is true that Africa-
China trade reached a historically 
high level of 348 billion US dollars 
in 2025, with African countries 
running a trade deficit of 102 billion 
dollars, the more important question 
is: how did this imbalance emerge?

Here the historical weakness of 
the paper under review is revealed. 
The opening sentence begins with 
a falsehood: “In the United States, 
President Donald J. Trump’s tariffs 
have drawn political force from the 
view that China’s surplus hollowed 
out American manufacturing.”

This is completely untrue. The 
US willfully destroyed its own 
manufacturing sector beginning in 
the 1980s, when it adopted the policy 

of becoming a post-industrial society. 
The US establishment decided at that 
time it would move away from being 
a manufacturing-based industrial 
society in favor of becoming the 
center of the financial world, with an 
expanding service sector, except for 
the production of armaments.

This was advertised in the 
Council on Foreign Relations 
magazine, Foreign Affairs, and 
implemented by then-Federal 
Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker. 
At that time, China had no strong 
manufacturing capability. It neither 
possessed the ability to challenge 
the United States nor contributed 
to the shrinkage of America’s once 
powerful manufacturing sector.

Let us keep in mind the reality of 
the world economy: in the 1960s, the 
United States functioned as the world 
hegemon, leading the “rules-based 
order,” with a GDP around 10 times 
that of China’s. This only started to 
change in the late 1970s and early 
1980s with the reform and opening-
up drive led by Deng Xiaoping, 
which kicked off in China over the 
next forty years the greatest economic 
miracle that our planet has seen.

Again, taking Africa as an 
example, the United States and the 
West were in total control of the so-
called free markets. The United States 
and the West had total control over the 
nations of Africa both politically and 
economically, as they did over much 
of the developing sector. China did not 

emerge as a major player in African 
economies until the 2000s. During the 
1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, the 
United States and the West ruled the 
financial institutions, including the 
IMF and World Bank, and they did 
nothing to build up the manufacturing 
capability of Africa. This is the truth, 
and this is egregiously absent from 
the PIIE report.

During that time there was no 
leader, except President John F. 
Kennedy, who was concerned to 
develop manufacturing capabilities 
in less-developed countries, 
especially Africa. What was done by 
the West, by the US, by the “rules-
based order” was to extract wealth 
from African nations. Looting their 
natural resources, not development. 
This cannot be blamed on China.

Western policy never genuinely 
aimed to integrate Africa into the 
global manufacturing supply chain. 
Consequently, African economies 
today account for only about 3.0 percent 
of globally traded manufactured 
goods. This outcome is not a result 
of China crowding out lower-income 
countries’ industrial space. Rather, it is 
an uncomfortable reality that the PIIE 
and its ideologues are unwilling to 
confront, as acknowledging it would 
undermine their anti-China narrative, 
which is precisely why this factor is 
conspicuously absent from their report.

Africans suffer, actually die, 
from the lack of electricity, due to 
the willful decision not to invest in 

infrastructure by the West. This is 
what has prevented African nations 
from developing manufacturing 
capabilities. The lack of railroads is 
another element that is holding back 
the economic growth of African 
economies. Not China.

The failure to invest in the most 
critical component of an economy: 
infrastructure. This is the cause of 
the economic deficiency of African 
nations. Without infrastructure, you 
will not have a manufacturing sector. 
You will not have an industrialized 
economy. It is not the result of China 
squeezing Africa out of the market. 
The problems we have today in the 
LMICs, especially in Africa, are a 
result of willful decisions by the 
West not to develop these nations. 
This cannot be covered up by using 
mathematical formulas or refusing 
to report on what actually happened 
to the developing sector during the 
decades from 1960 through 2000, 
before China’s economy began to be 
a serious actor in the world economy.

“When the United States was 
the world’s economic hegemon 
after World War II, it created 
manufacturing and export space for 
others – first Japan, then the Asian 
Tigers, and eventually China itself,” 
claimed the authors in the conclusion 
part. However, there was never 
any intention by Western financial 
institutions to develop manufacturing 
capacities for low-and middle-income 
countries, and little to no investment 

in vital categories of infrastructure, 
which are necessary to build a robust 
manufacturing sector.

The most irreconcilable 
historical reality that the authors 
failed to address in the narrative 
accusing China of preventing the 
development of the LMICs is this: 
From the 1940s until the year 2000, 
when China began to emerge as 
a successful economic power, the 
Western political-financial oligarchy 
had dominant control over the world 
economy. They, not China, failed to 
promote economic development in 
the LMICs for six decades.

China, to its credit, has advanced 
infrastructure development across 
our planet through its Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI). It is unarguably the 
case that in Africa, without the BRI, 
the conditions of life for the majority 
of Africans would be much, much 
worse. To this day, no American 
president has joined or agreed to 
participate in the BRI, the largest 
global infrastructure program the 
world has ever undertaken.

Editor’s note: Lawrence Freeman 
is a US political-economic analyst 
for Africa, who has been involved 
in economic development policies 
for Africa for over three decades. He 
is also a geopolitical analyst of US-
China relations.

The views expressed in this 
article are those of the author and 
do not necessarily reflect those of 
Xinhua News Agency.        – Xinhua

MANILA – Facts have 
proven that the improvement and 
development of China-Canada 
relations serve the shared interests 
of both countries, are welcomed 
by the two peoples, and constitute 
the right historical choice, Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi said in 
Manila yesterday.

Wang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China Central Committee, 
made the remarks when meeting 
with Canadian Foreign Minister 
Anita Anand in Manila, the 
Philippines.

China-Canada relations have 
continued to move in a positive 
direction since the beginning of 
this year, Wang said.

In the first half of the year, 
bilateral trade volume grew by 
16 percent year on year, with 
Canadian exports to China 
increasing by 23.3 percent. 
Agricultural products such as 
canola and beef have returned to 
the Chinese market, while Chinese 
electric vehicles have entered the 
Canadian market, offering more 
quality options for the people 
of both countries, according to 
Wang.

Wang voiced China’s readiness 
to work with Canada to implement 
the important consensus reached 
by the two leaders, make good 
preparations for the next phase 

of high-level exchanges, enhance 
political mutual trust, expand 
exchanges and cooperation, 
strengthen coordination on 
multilateral issues such as 
global governance and artificial 
intelligence, and properly handle 
differences and sensitive issues.

China is ready to make joint 
efforts with Canada to continuously 
enrich the connotations of the new 
strategic partnership between the 
two countries, and inject greater 
certainty into a world fraught with 
turmoil and change, Wang added.

Anand, for her part, said that 
relations with China are among 
Canada’s most valued bilateral 
ties.

Canada firmly adheres to the 
one-China policy and is ready 
to further intensify high-level 
exchanges with China, deepen 
mutually beneficial cooperation 
in areas such as energy, trade, 
finance, and counter-narcotics, 
promote people-to-people and 
cultural exchanges, strengthen 
multilateral coordination, and 
bridge differences through 
dialogue, so as to promote the 
long-term, sound, and stable 
development of Canada-China 
relations.

The two sides also exchanged 
views on international and 
regional issues of mutual concern.

– Xinhua

Advancing China-Canada 
relations represents right 
historical choice: Wang Yi

Foreign Minister Wang Yi (right), also a member of the Political Bureau of the 
Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee, shakes hands with a cross-
party delegation of the European Parliament, headed by David McAllister (left), chair 
of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, in Beijing yesterday.           – Xinhua 

Wang Yi stresses overarching positioning 
of ties with Europe as partnership

Those who conjure up so-called ‘China Squeeze ignore historical reality
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MANILA – As the most 
important anchor of stability in 
the region, China stands ready to 
strengthen cooperation with the 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi said in Manila yesterday.

Wang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China Central Committee, 
made the remarks during his 
meeting with ASEAN Secretary-
General Kao Kim Hourn.

Wang stated that China has 
always upheld the equality of all 
countries and pursued a policy of 
good-neighborliness and friendship 
with neighboring countries.

He noted that this year marks the 
50th anniversary of the signing of the 
Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in 
Southeast Asia (TAC). China was the 
first major country to accede to the 
treaty, prompting other major countries 
to follow suit and significantly 
elevating ASEAN’s international 
standing. China will continue to 
support ASEAN Community-building 
and ASEAN’s pursuit of unity and 
self-strengthening.

Wang mentioned that this year 
also marks the fifth anniversary 
of the establishment of the China-
ASEAN Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership, a pivotal year bridging 
past achievements and future 
cooperation. He added that the world 
is undergoing profound changes 
intertwined with turbulence, yet 
East Asia has generally maintained 
prosperity and stability – a hard-
won situation that all parties should 
cherish.

Wang said that China stands 
ready to work with ASEAN to 
deepen mutual trust, enhance mutual 
understanding and mutual support, 
safeguard the common interests 
of China and ASEAN, uphold the 
legitimate rights and interests of 
the Global South, and advance the 
development of a more just and 
reasonable international order.

Wang mentioned that China 
just successfully hosted the World 
Artificial Intelligence Conference 
in Shanghai, where it proposed 
the establishment of the World 

Artificial Intelligence Cooperation 
Organization. The organization 
aims to boost AI capacity-building 
for Global South countries, enabling 
them to ride the wave of the times 
and advance their own development 
and modernization.

He said China looks forward to 
ASEAN’s continued active participation 
in international AI cooperation and 
welcomes more ASEAN nations to join 
the organization.

On the South China Sea, Wang 
described it as a shared home for 
regional countries. He said South 
China Sea issues should not become 
a stumbling block to China-ASEAN 
relations.

Wang said certain forces 
within the Philippine military 
and maritime law enforcement 
ranks have deliberately provoked 
incidents in the South China Sea 
to serve the interests of external 
forces, undermining the process 
of improving China-Philippines 
relations as well as peace and 
stability in the South China Sea.

Wang said China stands ready 
to work with ASEAN to remove 
disruptive factors, accelerate 
consultations on the Code of 
Conduct (COC) in the South China 
Sea, jointly foster a new narrative 
of peace, stability, cooperation and 
friendship in the South China Sea, 
and keep the initiative on South 
China Sea issues firmly in the hands 

of regional countries.
Kao spoke highly of ASEAN-

China relations and the outcomes 
of practical cooperation between 
the two sides, and thanked China 
for its firm support for ASEAN’s 
centrality in regional architecture. 
He added that ASEAN and China 
are inseparable neighbors, and 
China is ASEAN’s most important 
comprehensive strategic partner, 
with the two sides having established 
65 cooperation mechanisms.

Kao said that ASEAN looks 
forward to closer strategic alignment 
with China, deeper practical 
cooperation in trade, investment, 
digital economy and other sectors, 
more people-to-people exchanges, 
and steady progress in ASEAN-
China relations.

Kao noted that ASEAN endorses 
the “dual-track approach,” supports 
acceleration of consultations on 
the COC, and strives to turn the 
South China Sea into a sea of 
peace, cooperation and friendship. 
He said ASEAN is ready to work 
alongside China to jointly uphold 
regional peace and stability and 
make important contributions to 
development and prosperity in the 
Asia-Pacific region.

Wang also met Canadian Foreign 
Minister Anita Anand, Australian 
Foreign Minister Penny Wong 
and Malaysian Foreign Minister 
Mohamad Hasan yesterday. – Xinhua

MANILA – The early 
conclusion of consultations on 
the Code of Conduct in the South 
China Sea (COC) would help 
safeguard peace and stability in 
the region, keep the region’s future 
in the hands of regional countries, 
and deny external actors any 
opportunity to meddle or cause 
disruption, Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi said in Manila yesterday.

Wang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) Central 
Committee, made the remarks 
when meeting with Malaysian 
Foreign Minister Mohamad Hasan 
in Manila, the Philippines.

Wang said that China, together 
with the member states of the 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), has advocated 
for and remained committed to the 
early conclusion of consultations on 
the COC, building on the foundation 
of the Declaration on the Conduct of 
Parties in the South China Sea.

Noting that both China and 
Malaysia are at a critical stage of 
development and revitalization, 
Wang said China stands ready 
to seize the opportunities with 
Malaysia, enhance exchanges 
at all levels, deepen all-round 

cooperation, and promote maritime 
exchanges and collaboration, to 
jointly elevate China-Malaysia 
relations to a higher level.

Stressing that ASEAN is 
an important component of the 
multi-polarizing world and a key 
force in the Global South, Wang 
expressed the hope that Malaysia 
would effectively fulfill its role as 
the country coordinator for China-
ASEAN relations, safeguard the 
common interests of both sides, 
and ensure peace and stability in 
East Asia.

For his part, Mohamad stated 
that Malaysia-China relations 
and ASEAN-China relations are 
currently at their best in history.

He reaffirmed Malaysia’s firm 
commitment to the one-China 
policy and expressed readiness 
to make every effort to advance 
ASEAN-China cooperation and 
uphold ASEAN’s centrality in the 
regional architecture.

Mohamad also noted that some 
external countries have nothing 
to do with the South China Sea 
yet are always keen to “flex their 
muscles” there. He expressed the 
hope for an early conclusion of the 
COC to jointly safeguard peace and 
stability in the region.       – Xinhua

Foreign Minister Wang Yi (right) meets with Malaysian Foreign Minister Mohamad 
Hasan (left) in Manila yesterday.       – Xinhua

MANILA – Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi yesterday expressed the 
hope that Australia will work with 
China to safeguard the improving 
trajectory of their relations.

Wang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China Central Committee, 
made the remarks when meeting 
with Australian Foreign Minister 
Penny Wong in Manila, the 
Philippines.

Under the joint guidance of 
the two countries’ leaders, China-
Australia relations have returned to 
a track of improvement and devel-
opment, an outcome that serves the 
interests of both peoples and meets 
the expectations of the international 

community, Wang said.
He noted that China is ready to 

enhance exchanges with Australia, 
build up mutual trust, expand 
cooperation, and work for continued 
new progress in bilateral ties.

Wang emphasized that both sides 
should address differences with 
mutual respect and equality, and 
foster a virtuous cycle of positive 
growth in the relationship, rather 
than allowing it to be disrupted or 
undermined by prejudice.

He also voiced the hope 
that Australia would uphold the 
principle of non-interference in 
internal affairs and abandon double 
standards.

For her part, Wong said that 

Australia places high importance 
on its relations with China, firmly 
adheres to the one-China policy, 
and does not support “Taiwan 
independence.”

She noted that Australia is ready 
to advance mutually beneficial 
cooperation with China, properly 
address differences through dialogue 
and engagement, and promote the 
sound and steady development of 
Australia-China relations.

A peaceful, stable and prosperous 
Asia-Pacific serves the common 
interests of both countries, and 
Australia will support China in 
hosting this year’s APEC Economic 
Leaders’ Meeting, she said.  – Xinhua

(More on ASEAN on p.8)

China stands ready to strengthen 
cooperation with ASEAN: Wang Yi 

Wang Yi calls for joint e!orts with Australia to sustain improving ties

Early conclusion of 
consultations on Code of 
Conduct in South China 

Sea conducive to regional 
peace: Wang Yi 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi meets with Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong in 
Manila yesterday.               – Xinhua 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi (right), also a member of the Political Bureau of the 
Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee, meets with ASEAN Secretary-
General Kao Kim Hourn (left) in Manila, the Philippines, yesterday.         – Xinhua 
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BANDUNG – A woman who led 
a baby trafficking ring in Indonesia 
was sentenced yesterday to seven 
years in prison, a judge said.

Lie Siu Luan, 70, was the leader 
of a group of 19 people accused of 
trafficking babies in Indonesia and 
Singapore.

She was found guilty of 
committing crimes “for the purpose 
of exploitation”, said presiding 
judge Gatot Ardian Agustriono.

The sentence was lower than 
prosecutors’ demand of 10 years 
for Lie, who previously told the 
Bandung district court in West Java 
province that she had sent at least 12 
babies to Singapore.

According to the indictment, Lie 
trafficked a baby to Singapore for 
adoption in 2022, pocketing around 
S$17,000 about US$13,167.

Lie had decided against 
appealing the sentence, her lawyer 
Sendi Sanjaya told reporters.

“She accepted the decision,” 
Sendi said.

Another defendant, Astri Fitrinika, 
was found guilty of a similar charge 
and received six years and seven 
months in prison, Gatot added.

The court jailed the rest of the 
accused to terms ranging from three 
to six years.

Eight babies rescued by 
authorities were ordered to be placed 
in custody of a local orphanage, the 
court ruled.

The defendants were arrested 
last year after a parent reported a 
baby kidnapping to police in West 
Java province.

Investigators tracked down a 
suspect who confessed to having 
traded more than two dozen 
infants – some as young as three 
months old.

They were bought from people 

who did not want or could not afford 
to keep their babies.

Other children, rejected by would-
be clients in Singapore, were sold 
domestically – including to adoptive 
parents in the capital, Jakarta.

Human trafficking is a problem 
in Indonesia, a sprawling nation of 
more than 17,000 islands.

In one of the worst cases in 
recent years, at least 57 people were 
found caged on a palm oil plantation 
in North Sumatra province in 2022.

– AFP

An Indonesian military officer escorts defendants to a trial in a baby trafficking case 
at the Bandung District Court in Bandung, West Java, yesterday.              – AFP

MANILA – Southeast Asian 
foreign ministers gathered in the 
Philippines yesterday under the cloud 
of renewed fighting in the Middle East 
and a deep divide over Myanmar’s 
return to the diplomatic fold.

The Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) ministers 
will huddle for days of meetings in 
Manila, joined by counterparts from 
the United States, China, Japan, 
Russia and numerous other countries.

But it talks over Myanmar, a 
member state formally excluded 
from such summits since its military 
junta seized power in 2021 and 
triggered a bloody civil war, that 
could ratchet up tension.

In May, ASEAN leaders 
emerged from an emotional meeting 
in Cebu that ended with Philippine 
President Ferdinand Marcos calling 
for a “fine-tuning” of the bloc’s 
long-stalled five-point plan to end 
Myanmar’s civil war.

“What’s important is there is 
engagement... continuous engagement 
with not only with the Myanmar 
authorities but with other Myanmar 
stakeholders,” Philippines’ ASEAN 
spokesman Dominic Imperial told 

reporters on Monday.
Thailand, which shares a long 

border with Myanmar and hosts 
millions of its refugees, has led the 
push for full reintegration.

Last week, Thai Foreign Minister 
Sihasak Phuangketkeow told AFP 
that leader Min Aung Hlaing would 
visit in August. The news came days 
after Bangkok hosted a meeting 
that brought Myanmar’s foreign 
minister together with a group of 
ASEAN counterparts.

“It’s best to bring Myanmar 
back into the fold,” Sihasak said.

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

But others in the bloc have 
bemoaned the lack of progress on the 
long-stalled five-point peace plan that 
has formed the basis of engagement.

Malaysian Foreign Minister 
Mohamad Hasan told reporters 
in May that his country remained 
opposed to high-level talks while 
“oppression is still taking place”.

US Secretary of State Marco 
Rubio was scheduled to land in 
Manila yesterday morning, as the 
rekindled war with Iran is placing 

traditional American allies under 
economic strain.

The import-dependent Philippines 
declared a national energy emergency 
in March and has been forced to cast 
an ever-wider net for fuel, including 
purchases of oil from Russia, whose 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
arrived yesterday as well.

Before departing from 
Washington on Monday, Rubio said 
he was open to the possibility of 
sideline meetings with both Lavrov 
and China’s top diplomat Wang 
Yi, who Beijing only officially 
confirmed would attend on Monday.

A meeting with Wang would 
come days after US President 
Donald Trump accused Beijing of 
meddling in US elections.

The week is also expected to see 
renewed efforts towards regional 
energy security, including the ongoing 
push for ratification of the bloc’s 
Framework Agreement on Petroleum 
Security fuel-sharing scheme.

In May, members signed off 
on a push for an ASEAN Power 
Grid, aimed at connecting national 
electricity networks to enable cross-
border power trading.

BANGKOK – Victims of 
transnational online scams in East 
Asia, Southeast Asia, Australia and 
New Zealand lost up to US$114.1 
billion last year, a UN report said 
yesterday, with estimated losses at 
least tripling from 2023.

Southeast Asia, especially 
Cambodia and Myanmar, has 
emerged as a regional hub for crime 
syndicates running fake romance and 
cryptocurrency investment schemes 
in which scammers – some willing, 
others trafficked – often working in 
fortified compounds defraud internet 
users around the world.

Online scams, mostly from 
investment fraud, across the 
specified regions cost victims 
an estimated US$88.3 billion 
to US$114.1 billion last year, 
according to the new report from 
the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC).

The combined losses far exceed 
the US$18 billion-US$37 billion 
estimated to have been lost in 2023, 
and reflect “the dramatic scaling of 
this criminal economy”, it said.

China, South Korea and 
Taiwan reported the largest losses 
from scams in the region in the 
past two years, each losing billions 
of dollars, the report said.

Global spread
The cyberscam industry has 

ballooned in Southeast Asia in 
recent years, with organised 
criminal groups initially mostly 
targeting Chinese speakers before 
widening their reach and targeting 
victims globally.

They also recruit and traffic 
scammers from around the world, 
with individuals from at least 80 
countries and territories found 
in scam compounds across the 
Mekong region, the report said.

AI-powered translation tools 
have made it easier to reach new 
audiences but recruits still post 
advertisements for staff speaking, 
Dutch, French, German, Italian, 
Norwegian, Polish, Spanish and 
Swedish as well as English, it said.

And when the scam centres are 
raided by authorities, some of the 
foreigners who work there take 
their newfound skills back home.

Under pressure from several 
countries, including the United 
States, Britain and China, authorities 

in the region say they are cracking 
down on the illicit industry.

Several alleged scam network 
bosses were extradited from 
Cambodia to China in the past 
year, after Washington and London 
sanctioned firms and individuals 
accused of operating far-reaching 
cyberscams fuelled by human 
trafficking.

The report authors said many 
operations continue despite the 
arrest of the kingpins, and that 
some of those released from raided 
centres take their skills elsewhere.

“It’s always a bit of a thin 
distinction between victims and 
whoever has been using their 
presence in the group to acquire 
criminal expertise that they’re going 
to be able to sell,” UNODC regional 
representative Delphine Schantz said.

“They’re going back to their 
country of origin and they’re 
tapping into some existing 
criminal networks,” she told a 
news conference, noting that this 
was happening in Africa as well as 
Europe, particularly in the Balkans.

Criminal ecosystem
The scam centres are only one 

part of a wider criminal ecosystem 
in Southeast Asia that has been 
transformed over the past decade, 
the UNODC said.

It encompasses the illegal drug 
trade – mostly methamphetamine – 
as well as child sexual exploitation 
and real estate investment, working 
through existing trade routes and 
hiding behind cryptocurrencies, 
the report said.

Organised criminals are 
“moving away from a fragmented 
system of locally rooted criminal 
syndicates towards an increas-
ingly integrated, transnational, 
and technologically sophisticated 
criminal economy”, it said.

The shift has challenged 
conventional law enforcement and 
threatened regional governance, as 
well as economic and social stability.

“Their operating model 
looks like corporate franchising: 
imagine specialised departments 
for laundering money, trafficking 
people, smuggling migrants, 
and harvesting data, all plugged 
into the same, service-based 
interconnected network,” Schantz 
said in a statement.   – AFP

MANILA – An off-duty Philippine 
police officer was shot dead while 
trying to intervene in a fight inside 
a karaoke bar in Capiz province in 
the central Philippines on Monday, 
according to local media reports.

Police said the officer was dining 

with two fellow officers when a 
dispute broke out among customers. 
After the bar owner asked for help, 
he approached the group to calm the 
situation, but one of the men pulled 
out a handgun and shot him in the 
chest. He was taken to a hospital, 

where he was pronounced dead.
Authorities arrested the suspected 

gunman at the scene and recovered 
the handgun allegedly used in the 
shooting, while two other men fled 
and remain at large. Investigation 
efforts are underway.           – Xinhua

National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) Director Melvin Matibag testifies while an 
evidentiary document is projected on a screen during the impeachment trial of 
Philippine Vice President Sara Duterte at the Senate in Pasay City, Metro Manila 
yesterday.              – AFP

Scam losses in Asian regions up 
to US$114 billion in 2025: UN

Indonesia sentences leader of baby 
tra!cking ring to 7 years jail

Myanmar’s future, Mideast "ghting hang 
over ASEAN talks

Police o!cer shot dead in central Philippines
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PARUN, Afghanistan – Heavy 
rain and warnings of further flooding 
dampened the search yesterday 
for dozens of residents missing 
in eastern Afghanistan, after a 
major deluge smashed through one 
province killing at least 23 people.

Around 100 people are 
unaccounted for, the national 
disaster agency and the provincial 
governor’s office said, also updating 
the death toll from Monday’s flood.

While dozens of rescuers 
searched for the missing in Parun, the 
capital of Nuristan province, an AFP 
journalist heard two distant gunshots 
which people upstream fired to warn 
of more incoming flooding.

Farid Gul Zaheer, a 34-year-
old pharmacist, said he had “never 
witnessed such a dangerous flood”.

“It felt like there was an 
earthquake, and I heard children and 
people screaming,” he told AFP of 
Monday’s flood, after getting injured 
while trying to flee up the mountain.

Toiling under heavy rain, rescuers 
used their bare hands and wooden 
poles to search for the missing, while 
a bulldozer was of limited use in 
clearing masses of debris.

Those killed included Parun 
Mayor Sayed Ahmad Arhabi, the 
Nuristan governor’s office said.

Describing a “tragic and serious 
incident”, Governor Zain-ul-Abidin 
Abid vowed all bodies would be 
recovered by yesterday evening.

Zakirullah Zaki, manager of 
the Spogmai Hotel, said it felt like 

“an act of God struck us”.
“The rest of the hotels, markets, 

and shops were completely destroyed,” 
the 29-year-old told AFP.

The Spogmai was still standing, 
surrounded by destruction, and 
the manager’s missing younger 
brother was found.

‘Traumatised’
Juma Khan Nayel, communi-

cations chief for the Afghan Red 
Crescent Society, said the water 
rose to unprecedented levels.

They have deployed dozens 
of volunteers who are working by 
hand, using shovels.

“Right now, urgently, we are 
supplying some food,” water and 
tents for those whose homes have 
been destroyed, he told AFP.

Afghanistan’s defence ministry 
said the military had also been 
deployed to the area to support the 
relief effort, while the United Nations 
said it was assessing the disaster.

Zaheer, the pharmacist, said he 

had “lost everything”.
“Everyone is traumatised, they 

didn’t sleep all night,” he said.
With further rain and storms 

forecast in multiple provinces 
including Nuristan, police officers 
in Parun warned people to stay 
away from the river.

The weather has also affected 
neighbouring Pakistan, where 12 
people were killed according to 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s provincial 
disaster agency.

More than 200 people were 
killed in flooding and rain that hit 
Afghanistan and Pakistan between 
March and April.

Afghanistan is particularly 
vulnerable to climate change and 
flooding has increased, according 
to the head of the country’s 
environmental protection agency.

Environmental problems “have 
severely affected the Afghan people 
and have contributed to a humanitarian 
crisis in the country”, Mawlavi Mati-
ul-Haq Khalis said this month. – AFP

Afghan men stand amidst destroyed shops after flash floods hit Parun town in 
Afghanistan’s Nuristan province yesterday.            – AFP

SINGAPORE – A Singapore 
court sentenced an Indian tourist 
to more than two years in jail over 
a failed bid to steal a diamond by 
hiding it in his accomplice’s mouth.

Mangroliya Manojkumar Kur-
jibhai, 41, and his accomplice vis-
ited a jewellery shop in Singapore’s 
Chinatown on June 19 with their 
eyes on a 4.95-carat diamond worth 
US$154,000, according to court 
documents seen by AFP yesterday.

Mangroliya distracted the shop 
manager while his partner, 30-year-
old Serasiya Milan Ramnikbhai, 
allegedly swapped the diamond 
with a fake hidden in his mouth, 
local media reported.

The two men then left the shop 

without buying anything, with Serasiya 
now carrying the real stone in his mouth.

The theft was caught on surveillance 
camera, and the pair arrested at the 
airport later that day – with the stolen 
gem recovered from one of their bags.

Mangroliya was sentenced to 
two years, two months and two 
weeks in jail after pleading guilty 
last week, court papers said.

Serasiya is in remand and 
scheduled for a hearing on Friday.

The pair reportedly arranged for 
a counterfeit diamond – matching 
the real gem’s specifications and 
serial number – to be made in India 
before travelling to Singapore.

It is unclear how they obtained the 
diamond’s details in advance.  – AFP

SYDNEY – Australia’s Foreign 
Minister Penny Wong urged Laos to 
conduct a transparent investigation 
into the methanol poisoning deaths 
of two Australian tourists, during 
a meeting yesterday with her 
counterpart held in Manila.

The Australians, Holly Bowles 
and Bianca Jones, as well as two 
Danish citizens, an American and 
a Briton died following a night out 
on the town in Vang Vieng, Laos in 
November 2024.

Methanol is a toxic alcohol that 

can be added to liquor to increase 
its potency but can cause blindness, 
liver damage and death.

Laos authorities said on 
Saturday they could not determine 
blame or the cause of the deaths 
of the six tourists, but had begun 
legal proceedings against the 
owner of the Tiger distillery for 
“manufacturing or selling products 
hazardous to health” and “illegal 
commercial operation”.

The pace of the investigation 
has long been a source of contention 

between Canberra and Vientiane.
Wong met Laos Foreign 

Minister Thongsavanh Phomvihane 
in Manila on the sidelines of a 
regional forum yesterday to express 
Australia’s disappointment more 
serious charges were not laid.

“I made clear that Australia 
expects the Lao Government to 
ensure this investigation fully 
reflects the seriousness of this 
tragedy and that those responsible 
are held properly to account,” she 
said in a statement.     – AFP

Isabelle Leong
KUALA LUMPUR – Malaysian 

authorities ordered yesterday 
the closure of a start-up campus 
founded by US investor Balaji 
Srinivasan, saying the site – already 
the focus of an immigration probe – 
was in breach of regulations.

The Network School founder 
announced last week he was freezing 
investment projects in Malaysia after 
authorities had raided the campus 
serving hundreds of digital nomads 
to investigate claims that it was 
hosting foreigners illegally.

Onn Hafiz Ghazi, chief minister 
of Johor state where the campus is 
located, said a local municipality 
had revoked Network School’s 
business licence and ordered it to 
cease operations effective today.

One Network School site was 

operating without a licence and 
another “carrying out activities 
different from those allowed under 
its office-use permit”, according to 
the Iskandar Puteri City Council.

“When non-compliance is 
identified, action must be taken 
without compromise,” Onn Hafiz 
said in a statement.

Network School was not 
available for comment.

Authorities raided the campus 
last week after unsubstantiated 
online claims it was flouting 
immigration rules.

The allegations centred on accusa-
tions that Israelis with dual citizenship 
were being allowed to work there.

Muslim-majority Malaysia has 
no diplomatic ties with Israel and 
bars entry to Israeli passport holders, 
but does not have specific laws about 

second-country passport holders.
Srinivasan, a former Coinbase 

senior executive, said Malaysian 
officials had inspected “hundreds of 
passports” at his nearly US$25 million 
development, a residential campus for 
startup founders, software engineers, 
investors and digital entrepreneurs.

He said that authorities confirmed 
all travel documents were in order.

After the raid, Srinivasan 
announced he was freezing all 
projects in the Southeast Asian nation 
“until we get sufficient assurance 
that such issues won’t recur”.

Onn Hafiz said yesterday that his 
state, which borders Singapore, “always 
welcomes high-quality investments”.

But “no investor, company or 
organisation can be placed above 
sovereignty of the country’s law”, 
he said.      – AFP

NEW DELHI – India’s main 
opposition leader, Rahul Gandhi, 
demanded yesterday that Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi step down 
over the police crackdown against 
student protests calling for reforms 
in the education system.

Modi must resign “for destroying 
the future of India’s youth”, the 
Congress Party leader said in a post 
on social media as he led a march 
with other MPs towards the prime 
minister’s residence in New Delhi.

“The government doesn’t want 
to take any accountability, nor does 
it want to have a debate on it in 
parliament,” said Gandhi, the leader 
of the opposition in the lower house.

Gandhi later staged a sit-in protest 
outside Modi’s residence, where cries 
of “we want justice” were interspersed 
with chants of “down with Modi”.

Hours later, AFP journalists saw 
Gandhi and other parliamentarians 
being bundled into a bus and taken 
away from the area.

The developments come after 
police said 60 protesters were injured 
in clashes with security forces in 
the heart of New Delhi on Monday, 
marking the biggest street rally in the 
capital for about five years.

Thousands of protesters had gath-
ered to demand the resignation of Edu-
cation Minister Dharmendra Pradhan, 
following an appeal by the Cockroach 
Janta Party (CJP) online movement.

Police fired tear gas and charged 
with batons at protesters, who 
responded by pelting stones. At least 
118 police personnel were also injured, 
Delhi Police said of Monday’s clashes.

“What happened yesterday 
(Monday) is our Constitution got 
trampled upon,” Sandeep Dixit, a senior 
leader of the Congress party, told AFP.

“After that, no self-respecting 
politician or citizen can stand aside.”

The CJP vowed to press on with 
its demands for Pradhan’s removal 
as thousands of protesters remained 
camped at Delhi’s Jantar Mantar protest 
site yesterday, many of them calling for 
changes to the wider education system.

The CJP has won millions of 
followers on social media since 
its launch in May, fuelling one of 
the biggest challenges to Hindu-
nationalist leader Modi since he 
won his third term in office in 2024.

‘Shameful day’
“We won’t stop. Pradhan has to be 

sacked,” CJP spokesman Ashutosh 
Ranka said on social media.

CJP founder Abhijeet Dipke urged 
protesters yesterday not to lose hope.

“They want to break our spirit,” 
he said, perched on top of a lorry. 
“Do not let them silence you.”

Protest organisers condemned 
the “high-handedness” of the 
authorities and said hundreds of 
protesters had been injured.

“It’s a shameful day in the history 
of Indian democracy that people, 
honest students, who had come for a 
genuine issue were brutally beaten by 
the Delhi police,” Ranka told AFP.

Ranka, who met senior minister 
JP Nadda on Monday, said the 
government had yet to respond to 
their demands.

Protesters said they would not relent.
“We have become even more 

fearless now,” said 25-year-old law 
student Chandra Pratap Sishwi.

“When I saw people being beaten up 
by the police like that, my blood boiled.”

Parliament was adjourned 
yesterday after the opposition benches 
demanded a discussion on the alleged 
“brutality unleashed on students”.

Despite rapid economic growth, 
millions of people in the world’s 
most populous nation still struggle 
to find stable and well-paying jobs, 
fuelling discontent.

The protests follow a series of 
examination scandals that have shaken 
confidence in India’s testing system.

Some 2.2 million aspiring medical 
students sat for a re-examination 
under tight security last month 
after the previous test was scrapped 
following the leak of a question paper.

That came on top of another 
scandal related to the online 
marking of tests taken by nearly two 
million high school students.

Parliamentary Affairs Minister 
Kiren Rijiju defended the 
government yesterday, saying it had 
acted swiftly after the exam paper 
leaks by arresting several people.

He said Modi had called for 
a “foolproof system” to prevent 
irregularities in the future at a closed-
door meeting with his allies yesterday.

Modi has yet to comment 
directly on the protests.     – AFP

Opposition leader Gandhi demands Modi’s 
resignation over student protest crackdown

Australia, Laos top diplomats discuss tainted alcohol deaths

Diamond smile: Singapore jails man 
for gem in mouth theft

Malaysia shutters US tycoon’s under-!re digital nomad campus

Heavy rain dampens search for dozens 
missing in Afghanistan "ood
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Frankie Taggart
WASHINGTON, DC – US 

President Donald Trump vowed 
yesterday to help Lebanon “a lot” as 
its president, Joseph Aoun, sought 
Washington’s backing for a fragile 
effort to disarm Hezbollah and 
forge a path to peace with Israel.

Meeting Aoun at the White 
House, Trump said Lebanon had 
been “a very mistreated country” 
that had been “hit hard” for decades.

“It’s probably a dangerous 
place in a lot of ways,” Trump 
told reporters. “But they love the 
country... and we’re going to help 
it. We’re going to help it a lot.”

Aoun, the first Lebanese 
president invited to Washington 
since 2009, asked Trump for 
political support and continued 
backing for the Lebanese army, 
which has begun deploying in 
southern areas under a US-backed 
framework agreement with Israel.

“We need to support the 
LAF,” Aoun said, referring to the 
Lebanese Armed Forces. “Without 
the LAF, everything will collapse.”

The Lebanese president, a 
former army commander, said 
the military was “the backbone 
of security and stability” and the 
country’s most trusted institution.

His visit came as the Lebanese 
army moved into an area of the 
south under a deal with Israel 
aimed at proving Beirut can extend 
state authority and disarm Iran-
backed Hezbollah.

But in a sign of the fragility of the 
agreement, the Lebanese army said 
Israeli troops fired near its soldiers 
deploying in a so-called “pilot zone” 
Israel is supposed to withdraw from.

Asked whether Washington 
would put additional pressure on 
Israel to withdraw, Trump said: 
“We’ll be looking at that.”

Lebanon is under pressure to 
prove that it can and will disarm 
Hezbollah, which Israel has set 

as a precondition for ending its 
occupation in southern Lebanon.

The “pilot zones” where the 
Lebanese army is deploying are 
primarily located just outside 
territory Israeli forces invaded 
after Hezbollah opened rocket fire 
on Israel and drew Lebanon into 
the Middle East war in March.

The Lebanese army said 
yesterday it had begun deploying to 
one of three pilot zones, the village 
of Zawtar al-Gharbiya. Israel’s 
military said it would be “adjusting 
its force posture” in one pilot area.

Hours later, however, the 
Lebanese army said Israeli forces 
“opened fire in the vicinity of these 
units,” adding that the incident 
would hinder the deployment.

The Israel Defence Forces 
(IDF) said they had only fired 
“warning shots into the air” after 
Lebanese soldiers entered an area 
that was “not part of the pilot area.”

“The Lebanese Armed Forces 
personnel withdrew from the area, and 
no injuries were reported,” it added.

‘Terrorist infrastructure’
Aoun has staunchly criticised 

Hezbollah for forcing Lebanon 
into the war and has vowed since 
taking office in early 2025 to bring 
all weapons under state control.

But Hezbollah has repeatedly 
rejected laying down its arms, and 

the group has flatly opposed both 
the deal and the Israel-Lebanon 
negotiations that underpin it.

Aoun said the framework 
agreement did not require 
parliamentary endorsement and 
was a presidential prerogative 
under Lebanon’s constitution.

US Secretary of State Marco 
Rubio said after meeting Aoun 
on Sunday that Lebanon would 
“never truly get peace” as long as 
Hezbollah remained armed.

Rubio also praised what he 
called the Lebanese government’s 
effort to reclaim sovereignty, 
disarm Hezbollah and dismantle 
its “terrorist infrastructure.”

Aoun’s push comes after Israeli 
strikes in the latest conflict killed 
more than 4,300 people in Lebanon, 
according to Lebanese authorities.

The violence has dropped 
off sharply since the signing of a 
framework agreement between the 
United States and Iran last month 
and the Lebanon-Israel deal.

Trump also used the meeting to 
warn Yemen’s Iran-backed Houthi 
rebels against following through 
on threats to blockade Saudi ports.

“If something like that happens, 
we take care of it,” Trump told 
reporters. “We’ve done that with 
the Houthis before, and we haven’t 
heard from them in a while since we 
did what we did originally.”  – AFP

US President Donald Trump (right) speaks during a meeting with Lebanese 
President Joseph Aoun in the Oval Office of the White House in Washington, DC, 
yesterday.                – AFP
 

GENEVA – The United Nations 
said yesterday that 144 refugees and 
migrants were reported dead or missing 
after “tragic maritime incidents” off 
the coast of Mauritania last week.

The UN refugee agency UNHCR 
said that overall, three rescue and 
disembarkation operations were 
conducted between July 14 and 
18 in Nouadhibou, Mauritania, 
bringing 387 people of various sub-
Saharan nationalities safely ashore.

But 143 people were reported 
dead or missing on one of the boats, 
which had departed from Bufalo in 
The Gambia headed for Spain and was 
rescued on Saturday after nearly 25 
days stranded at sea, the agency said.

Only 38 people were brought 
safely ashore from that vessel, it 
said, adding that two Senegalese 
children who had lost all of their 
family members during the journey 
were among the survivors.

A second rescue operation that 
day saw 179 people brought to 
safety in Nouadhibou, while a third 
mission that took place on July 
14 had rescued 170 people from a 
vessel where one person had died.

“The refugees and migrants 
were reported dead or missing after 
attempting the perilous sea journey 
from West Africa towards Europe, 
highlighting the continued human 
cost of these dangerous routes,” 
UNHCR spokesman Matthew 
Saltmarsh told reporters in Geneva.

Despite rescue efforts, “the Atlantic 

route from West Africa towards the 
Canary Islands remains one of the 
world’s deadliest mixed movement 
corridors due to long distances, 
unpredictable ocean conditions, 
unseaworthy overcrowded boats and 
limited access to timely rescue”.

Arrivals to Europe on all 
the major routes have dropped 
significantly this year compared 
to last, but UNHCR stressed that 
deaths and disappearances at sea 
continued at “alarming levels, with 
many incidents occurring far from 
public attention and often resulting 
in entire boats vanishing”.

While arrival numbers to the 
Canary Islands had dropped by 
61 percent compared to 2025, 
Saltmarsh pointed out that the 
Spanish archipelago had still seen 
4,400 arrivals as of July 15.

The latest incidents, he said, 
“highlight the persistent risks faced 
by refugees and migrants attempting 
to reach Europe, many of whom are 
embarking over 2,000 kilometres 
away from their intended destination”.

So far in 2026, UNHCR said 
that 17 disembarkations had been 
recorded in Nouadhibou and 
Nouakchott, with a total of 2,147 
individuals rescued.

The latest rescues in Mauritania 
“demonstrate that concerted efforts 
need to be made to address the 
root causes driving refugees and 
migrants to take these perilous 
journeys”, Saltmarsh said.      – AFP

GENEVA – United Nations 
experts appealed yesterday for an 
end to the “reign of terror” imposed 
by the M23 armed group in DR 
Congo, citing civilian reports of 
sexual torture and murder.

Since its resurgence in 2021, 
the M23 group has taken control of 
vast tracts of eastern Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), 
which has major reserves of 
gold, tin and coltan, and has been 
plagued for three decades by 
conflict involving a plethora of 
countries and armed groups.

“Rapes, gang rapes, violent 
assaults and killings of civilians 
are a common feature of M23’s 
modus operandi,” the experts said.

“While these crimes are not 
exclusive to M23, the number of 
individuals affected is staggering 
and must end.”

They noted that UN Secretary-

General António Guterres had 
reported more than 90,000 cases 
of sexual violence related to armed 
conflict there in 2025.

M23, they said, had “established 
a de-facto system of authority in 
territories under its control in which 
arbitrary arrest and detention, torture 
[including sexual torture], forced 
labour and forced armed recruitment 
are being used to exercise control 
over the civilian population”.

Locals had also reported 
“abductions, arson and blackmail”, 
the experts said.

People arbitrarily arrested were 
being jailed in overcrowded and 
unsanitary “unofficial” prisons, 
where they were systematically 
deprived of food, water and medical 
care, the experts continued.

Inmates recounted “repeated 
physical violence including daily 
beatings” and said several had died 

in custody.
In many cases, detainees were 

only released if their relatives paid, 
said the experts.

They called for a thorough 
investigation of the “unacceptable” 
violence, insisting that all parties to the 
conflict should respect international 
law and protect civilians.

They called for a resurrection 
of the moribund US-mediated 
ceasefire signed in December 2025 
between the Rwandan-backed 
M23 and the DRC government.

The deal includes a provision 
for US industries to gain privileged 
access to the eastern DRC’s vast 
mineral wealth.

The experts, who are mandated 
by the UN Human Rights Council 
but do not speak on behalf of the 
UN itself, said they were in contact 
with the governments of the DRC 
and Rwanda.     – AFP

WASHINGTON – Tropical Storm 
Bertha – the second named storm of 
the Atlantic season – strengthened 
yesterday, threatening states from 
Florida to Louisiana, the National 
Hurricane Centre (NHC) said.

The storm was about 115 
kilometres southwest of Panama 
City, Florida, packing maximum 
sustained winds of 96.5 km/h as it 
crawled northwest toward the coast, 
hurricane hunter planes found.

Tropical storm warnings – as well 
as lower-grade watches – were in effect 
in parts of Florida and Louisiana.

“Tropical storm conditions are 
expected within the warning area 
along the northern Gulf coast by 
late today into Wednesday,” the 
NHC’s latest advisory said.

Officials forecast a below-normal 
Atlantic hurricane season this year, 
which runs from June 1 to November 
30, because of the return of El Niño 
conditions that suppress hurricane 
activity in the Atlantic basin.

An average season has 14 
named storms and seven hurricanes, 
including three major hurricanes.

– AFP

This handout satellite image from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) shows Tropical Storm Bertha in the Gulf of Mexico at 15:21 
GMT yesterday.              – Xinhua 
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Beiyi Seow
The United States is acting soon on a host 

of new tariffs targeting dozens of countries, 
trade envoy Jamieson Greer said yesterday, 
with President Donald Trump’s temporary 
global levy due to expire this week.

The Trump administration has prepared 
fresh tariffs targeting 60 trading partners over 
their alleged failures to act against forced 
labour, as officials push to rebuild the US 
leader’s trade agenda after legal setbacks.

“The US has laws to prohibit trading 
goods with forced labour. Other countries, 
most don’t have a law, those that do don’t 
really enforce it,” Greer told CNBC yesterday.

“We expect to see some action soon,” he 
added, although saying he could not specify 
a timeline.

While Trump imposed a 10-percent global 

duty this year after a swath of his tariffs 
were struck down by the Supreme Court in 
February, this levy expires on Friday.

Analysts expect that new planned tariffs 
over forced labour issues – ranging between 
10 percent and 12.5 percent – would replace 
the temporary duties.

Greer added yesterday that the new action 
will cover the vast majority of US trade.

But these moves could reignite tensions 
with major US trading partners. The European 
Union, China (including Taiwan), Vietnam 
and Japan are all among targeted economies.

Already, the EU previously said that it 
considers tariffs imposed on these grounds to 
be “unjustified.”

Trump has also unleashed other duties and 
trade investigations as he presses US partners 
for further leverage:

– A 25-percent tariff on various Brazilian 
goods taking effect today;

– A 50-percent tariff on many Canadian 
products kicking on August 19;

– Trade probes on 16 trading partners over 
excess industrial capacity.

Adding pressure
Washington announced on Monday a sharp 

50-percent tariff on many Canadian products, 
starting in 30 days, as US-Mexico talks over a 
North American free trade pact intensify.

Greer is set to visit Mexico from today 
to Friday for discussions linked to the joint 
review of the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement 
(USMCA).

But negotiations with Canada have 
proceeded at a slower pace.

Some lawyers see Trump’s use of an 

untested legal provision – Section 338 of the 
Tariff Act of 1930 – as a means to gain leverage 
over Canada in USMCA negotiations.

Beyond the USMCA, trade lawyer Dave 
Townsend of Dorsey & Whitney added 
that “Canada has thus far not agreed to a 
framework trade agreement with the United 
States,” unlike other countries.

The higher tariffs “appear to be aimed at 
encouraging an agreement between Canada 
and the United States, or in retaliation for the 
failure to reach such agreement, or both,” he 
added in a statement.

The question, he said, is whether both 
sides will reach a pact or start a “cycle of 
escalation and retaliation.”

It remains unclear when the United States 
will unveil proposed action after its probes on 
industrial capacity.       – AFP

MONTRÉAL – Canadian Prime 
Minister Mark Carney said yesterday 
he was looking at “all options” after US 
President Donald Trump made plans to 
impose new 50 percent tariffs on many 
Canadian goods in 30 days.

Carney also said that he and Trump had 
agreed to “intensify discussions” in the 
coming weeks on a possible deal, but did 
not suggest he would travel to Washington 
for any talks.

“We will look at all options in terms 
of how we would respond if they do come 
into effect,” Carney told reporters after 
speaking to Trump.

The new tariffs would affect everything 
from Canadian wine to hockey sticks to 
cement, but would not apply to energy, 
potash and goods already impacted by 
sector-specific tariffs.

The duties, however, would hit 
products under the US-Mexico-Canada 
free trade agreement (USMCA), which 
also will be the subject of negotiations after 
Washington said on July 1 that it would not 
extend the accord in its current form.

“The first objective is to get a 
comprehensive agreement,” Carney said.

While Trump has slapped duties on 
US trading partners since returning to 
the presidency last year, the orders often 
exempted goods entering his country 
under the USMCA.

Canada’s conservative opposition 
has criticised Carney’s government for 
sealing new trade deals, calling instead 
for the country to move ahead with 
“unblocking” its resources to counter 
Trumps trade moves.

– AFP

PARIS – Microsoft yesterday sought 
to reassure European users with a 
“multi-billion-US-dollar” deal to rent AI 
infrastructure from Mistral, hoisting the 
French developer into the lucrative business 
of renting compute capacity.

Mistral’s own AI models will also be 
offered directly to Microsoft clients through 
its tools including AI assistant Copilot.

The agreement “strengthens Europe’s AI 
infrastructure while helping Microsoft meet 
growing demand for cloud and AI services” 
on the continent, the two companies said in 
a joint statement.

Neither company specified the exact US 
dollar value of the deal or the amount of 
computing power Mistral would supply.

But the French firm has targeted 200 
megawatts of capacity by 2027 and aims 
by 2030 to reach one gigawatt – roughly 
equivalent to the output of one of France’s 
dozens of nuclear reactors.

Mistral told AFP that the tie-up “gives us 
greater visibility to speed up the financing 
and development of Mistral Compute”, its 
cloud and AI infrastructure business.

Founded three years ago and with 1,000 
staff, Mistral is ploughing four billion euros 
(US$4.6 billion) into data centres in France 
and Europe, with one already operational 
outside Paris and another under construction 
in Sweden.

Its ambitions remain relatively small 

compared to the hundreds of billions of US 
dollars and gigawatts of compute being built 
by American firms.

But it joins the multiple generative AI 
developers now selling computing power to 
others as the industry expands and high-end 
chips grow scarce.

For instance, Elon Musk’s SpaceXAI 
struck a deal with Anthropic in May.

The AI lab behind the Claude chatbot 
is also in talks for a deal worth billions of 
US dollars to use infrastructure belonging 
to Facebook and Instagram parent Meta, 
according to media reports.

Microsoft insisted that using 
infrastructure located physically in Europe 
could address clients’ growing concerns 
about dependence on US tech firms in a time 
of transatlantic discord.

“Europe should have access to the world’s 
most capable AI without compromising 
control over their data, operations or digital 
future,” Microsoft President Brad Smith 
said in the statement.

The company has sought to position 
itself as the cloud computing provider most 
compatible with European tech sovereignty 
concerns.

Clients could run the Mistral models 
available through Copilot on Microsoft’s 
cloud computing infrastructure or their own 
local hardware, the American company said.

– AFP

LONDON – A British man accused of 
murdering veteran right-wing ex-MP Ann 
Widdecombe, allegedly hitting her 21 times 
with a hammer, was remanded in custody 
yesterday at his first court hearing.

Joshua Kerry, 28, of Rotherham in 
northern England, appeared emotionless in 
the dock at Westminster Magistrates’ Court, 
speaking only to confirm his name, date of 
birth and address, during the short hearing.

Police arrested him on July 11 on 
suspicion of murder, two days after 78-year-
old Widdecombe – a spokesperson for the 
rightwing Reform UK party and a former 
Conservative minister – was found dead at her 
bungalow in southwest Devon.

Kerry was also arrested on suspicion of 
the commission, preparation or instigation of 
acts of terrorism, but he has not been charged 
with this offence.

A suspected motive has not been disclosed, 
with the head of UK Counter Terrorism 
Policing Laurence Taylor saying on Monday 
that detectives were still investigating any 
possible political or terrorist motivation.

Summarising the case to chief magistrate 
Paul Goldspring, prosecutor Kashif Malik 
revealed Kerry used a hammer to hit 
Widdecombe on the top of her head 21 times.

The former lawmaker had been eating 
lunch when he allegedly walked through her 
front door and attacked her, after driving from 
his home about 300 500 kilometres away.

He is accused of then taking a wallet from 
her handbag and driving off, spending just 
two minutes inside the property, Westminster 
Magistrates’ Court heard.

Widdecombe’s gardener found her body 
lying face down on her kitchen floor.

A provisional cause of death was given as 
a “blunt force injury to the head”, according 
to Malik.

Sending his case to London’s Old Bailey, 
the Central Criminal Court of England and 
Wales, Goldspring told Kerry: “You’re 
charged with an offence of murder which can 
only be dealt with in a crown court.”

The murder of the high-profile 78-year-
old sparked strong reactions from politicians, 
including Reform MPs who have called for 
improved security for lawmakers.

Widdecombe is the third UK politician 
murdered in a targeted attack this decade.

Labour Party MP Jo Cox was murdered 
in 2016 by a neo-Nazi sympathiser, while 
Conservative lawmaker David Amess was 
killed in 2021 by an Islamic State (IS) group 
follower.          – AFP

CPAC Great Britain chairman and former British prime minister Liz Truss (right, on stage), and CPAC 
Chairman Matt Schlapp (left, on stage) take part in a moment of silence to remember the murdered right-
wing politician Ann Widdecombe, at the start of the inaugural Conservative Political Action Conference 
Great Britain (CPAC GB) in London on Thursday.                     – AFP
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MADRID – More than 600 
firefighters and troops and 29 
aircraft yesterday battled for a sixth 
day a huge wildfire north of Madrid 
that authorities said is one of the 
most difficult they have faced.

Some 1,200 people have fled their 

homes and the flames have devastated 
29,000 hectares of land in Guadalajara 
province about 100 kilometres north 
of the Spanish capital.

Castilla-La Mancha regional 
president Emiliano García-Page 
said firefighters had “practically 

stopped” the advance of the fire 
toward the town of Soria but that the 
inferno was still not under control.

The fire started on Thursday in an 
isolated forest and has since spread 
quickly across neighbouring hills.

Authorities say it has been 

difficult to control because there 
are few people in the area, a lot of 
abandoned scrub land, and a severe 
drought.

Firefighters said that 34 isolated 
hamlets had been evacuated across 
Castilla-La Mancha. On top of 

1,200 people ordered out of their 
homes, people in 14 other districts 
had been told to stay indoors away 
from the flames.

Temperatures are rising again 
in Spain, which on July 9 saw a 
wildfire that killed 13 people. – AFP

Facundo Fernández Barrio
SÃO PAULO – Forest fires 

in the Brazilian Amazon fell to a 
historic low in 2025 after peaking 
the previous year, according to a 
report published yesterday.

The data gathered by 
environmental monitoring network 
MapBiomas will come as good 
news for leftist President Luiz 
Inácio Lula da Silva ahead of 
seeking reelection in October.

Flames engulfed the world’s 
largest tropical rainforest in 2024 
when an unprecedented drought 
triggered the spread of fires, the 
majority of which were man-made.

Using satellite images, 
MapBiomas found that last year 
saw a reversal of the critical 
situation, with 3.1 million hectares 
burned – the smallest area since 
records began in 1985.

Fires eased off across the country 
as well, with burned areas nationwide 
at their smallest since 2018.

The decline was “out of the 
ordinary,” geographer and report 

coordinator Ane Alencar told 
reporters.

A delayed rainy season between 
2024 and 2025 blocked the 
emergence of the “ideal window 
for burning in certain areas” where 
fire is used to clear agricultural 
land, Alencar said.

Poorly managed fires of this 
type are exacerbated by illicit 
practices such as deforestation, 
which is common in areas where 
illegal mining occurs.

Deforestation also eased off 
last year, MapBiomas said, which 
drastically reduces the amount of 
fuel available to start fires.

The report highlighted the 
“psychological factor” among 
communities who feared a fire 
season like 2024 and therefore 
helped control any outbreaks.

Fewer fires, it said, “interrupts 
a sequence of years of fire 
expansion and returns the country 
to a historically lower level of 
burned area.”

Central Brazil’s vast Cerrado 

savanna, however, “kept burning” 
at similar rates, Alencar said.

She also flagged the potential 
arrival of a “super El Niño” 
this year, referring to a climate 
phenomenon that brings “an 
extended dry season and a greater 
risk of forest fires.”

Scientists say that protecting 
the Amazon is crucial to combat 
climate change, since its dense 
vegetation absorbs the greenhouse 
gases that cause global warming.

Official data from the first 
quarter of 2026 shows that 
deforestation is at its lowest-ever 
rate this decade, with Lula pledging 
to eradicate the practice by 2030.

Lula is looking to nab a fourth 
non-consecutive term in office 
in October elections, partly by 
championing environmental 
causes, analysts say.

But his decision to endorse 
a major offshore oil exploration 
project off the coast of the Amazon 
has garnered virulent criticism 
from activists.     – AFP

This aerial picture taken on September 21, 2022 shows a wildfire in the Amazonia rainforest in Apuí, Amazonas State, northern 
Brazil.                        – AFP

MADRID – Spain’s minority 
left-wing government approved 
yesterday a draft law that would 
ban smoking and vaping in outdoor 
spaces including restaurant terraces 
(outdoor dining areas), parks and 
beaches.

The draft law would also ban 
minors from consuming tobacco 
and prevent the advertising, 
promotion or sponsoring of tobacco 
products, which pose severe health 
risks including cancer.

Health Minister Mónica 
García said the aim was to expand 

restrictions beyond an indoor 
smoking ban introduced in 2010 
“to better protect public health 
and move towards a tobacco-free 
generation”.

“The aim is simple: to make 
clean air the norm in shared 
spaces,” she told a news conference 
after the bill was approved by the 
cabinet. She said pregnant women 
and people with asthma should be 
able to enjoy restaurant terraces 
without being exposed to smoke 
from nearby tables.

The draft law still must be 

approved by parliament where the 
government lacks a majority.

It is likely to spark a fierce 
backlash from the key hospitality 
sector in a country where outdoor 
dining is popular during searing 
summer heat.

Around 26 percent of Spain’s 
adult population smokes daily, 
according to 2024 data from the 
health authorities.

Smoking causes around 50,000 
deaths a year in Spain and is a 
risk factor in around 30 percent of 
cancers, García said.    – AFP

MADRID – Spanish hotel chain 
Meliá said yesterday it would cease 
all operations in Cuba at the end of 
the week due to “major difficulties” 
in doing business on the island 
under growing pressure from the 
United States.

The latest US sanctions make it 
“impossible, de facto and de jure, to 
maintain even minimal operational 
stability” in its activities, the group 
said in a statement submitted to the 
Spanish stock market regulator.

The company said it would 
strive to ensure a smooth transition 
to reduce the impact as much as 
possible on staff, suppliers and 
clients.

Meliá already announced at the 
beginning of June that it would cease 
operating 15 out of its 34 hotels in 
Cuba, joining other foreign firms 
that have cut ties with the island’s 
military conglomerate GAESA 
under pressure from Washington.

At the time, Meliá, one of the 
largest foreign hotel operators in 
Cuba with some 14,000 rooms, did 
not refer to the other 19 hotels it 
operates in Cuba in partnership with 
the Tourism Ministry.

Meliá’s move comes after US 
President Donald Trump ordered in 
May new sanctions against Cuba, 
targeting a broad set of people in 
the communist-run country and 
threatening foreign banks and 
companies that work with them.

Meliá was the first Spanish hotel 
groups to establish a presence in 
Cuba after the Caribbean nation 
opened its tourism sector to 
foreigners in the 1990s, hoping to 
ease the economic crisis triggered 
by the collapse of the Soviet Union.

In addition to the embargo in 
place since 1962, Washington has 
since January blocked oil shipments 
to the island except for one Russian 
ship.       – AFP

CARACAS – The number of 
people killed in the powerful dual 
Venezuela earthquakes last month 
rose to 5,278, according to official 
figures updated on Monday.

The June 24 earthquakes, which 
recorded magnitudes of 7.2 and 7.5, 
profoundly impacted the north of 
the country, particularly the coastal 
state of La Guaira, near the capital 
Caracas.

National Assembly President 
Jorge Rodríguez said on Telegram the 
death toll from the quakes reached at 
least 5,278, while the number reported 

injured remained at 16,740.
More than 850 buildings were 

damaged and 190 collapsed com-
pletely, according to official figures.

Venezuelan authorities have not 
provided an estimate for the number 
of people still missing.

The government reported 
that more than 23,500 people 
displaced by the disaster are living 
in makeshift camps, from stadiums 
to public squares, where volunteers 
provide medical services and 
distribute provisions.

– AFP

Forensic staff speak with relatives amid the rubble of a residential building that 
collapsed following the June 24 twin earthquakes, in Caraballeda, Venezuela, on 
Monday.                     – AFP
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Robin Bjalon
MADRID – New World Cup 

champions Spain enjoyed a vibrant night of 
celebrations after an open-top bus parade 
through the streets of Madrid on Monday 
in front of a jubilant crowd of an estimated 
two million people.

The players enjoyed drinks on their 
procession under a blazing sun, along the 
main arteries in the city centre where a sea 
of fans in red and yellow were waiting, 
before arriving at Cibeles square where they 
took to the stage and partied into the night.

The squad and coach Luis de la Fuente 
were introduced one by one to the fans, 
each with their own choice of music that 
they sung along to, wearing “We are 
champions” shirts.

“(Spain) showed the world what it is 
to work together, with one mind and one 
heart,” said pop superstar Shakira in a video 
message played to the team and crowd.

De la Fuente offered a similar message, 
hailing his players as the “best in the world” 
and telling fans not to forget that “together 
we are stronger”.

The players and staff posed for a photo 
before Rodri raised the trophy again, just 
as he had done on Sunday night after Spain 
beat Argentina 1-0 in extra-time in New 
Jersey to be crowned champions.

After flying back from the United 
States to Madrid, the players were received 
by King Felipe VI and the royal family 
earlier Monday, and then Spanish Prime 
Minister Pedro Sanchez, before kicking off 
the parade.

Players passed around the gleaming 
World Cup trophy and waved to their 
adoring supporters, some lining balconies, 

others on top of bus stops.
Ferran Torres’s strike in extra-time was 

enough to bring Spain their second World 
Cup, following a first victory in 2010.

“You have shown your grit, your 
resilience and your courage... combining 
head and heart,” the king told La Roja’s 
stars, who were dressed in suits but 
changed to more casual clothing for their 
parade on a hot summer’s day.

“Kings of the world” ran the words on 
the front of their vehicle, with fans chanting 
“champions” to their heroes.

Rodri held the World Cup trophy aloft 
at the top of the stairs as he descended from 
the Iberia plane that flew the team home 
after clinching their second star.

The Manchester City midfielder said this 
was the crowning achievement of his career.

“I’ve always said it, winning with your 
country is the most beautiful thing there is, 
above all a World Cup,” said Rodri.

“This generation grew up watching 
(Iker) Casillas and (Andres) Iniesta lift 
the cup and that we can do it today is the 
biggest thing you can do in football.”

Many younger supporters were not yet 
born when Iniesta’s extra-time goal against 
the Netherlands secured Spain’s first World 
Cup in South Africa 16 years ago.

“I’m really happy about the second 
star” Spain has earned, “very joyful,” said 
Hector Mollar, a 14-year-old student, who 
said he was able to see Torres, teen star 
Lamine Yamal and Arsenal’s Mikel Merino 
as the bus parade passed him.

It is “very different” to live a day like 
today than to have someone tell you about 
it, Hector added.

Match-winner Torres joked he was 

“flying, literally” after the team returned 
from the United States after beating 
Argentina in New Jersey.

Cibeles party
Spain’s World Cup winners bus parade 

started at the Prime Minister’s residence 
Moncloa before heading towards Cibeles 
square, a traditional celebration point for 
the team, where hordes of fans had reserved 
their spots hours in advance.

Players lifted coach De la Fuente into 
the air towards the end of a night of pure 
joy for La Roja.

Spain’s women’s side also won the 
World Cup in 2023, meaning for the first 
time a country has both trophies at the 
same time.

In 2030, Spain’s men’s side will defend 
their crown on home soil, as one of the 
World Cup hosts along with Portugal and 
Morocco.

“It’s two for two,” said Prime Minister 
Sanchez, of Spain’s record in World Cup 
finals. “Why not dream of a third in 2030, 
especially with Spain as hosts?”

Argentina, despite the presence of 
all-time great Lionel Messi, failed to 
create clear chances against Spain’s 
well-organised and more positive side in 
Sunday’s final.

Messi had a sensational World Cup 
but drifted through the final like a ghost, 
shedding tears at the end.

“The pain is immense, and it’s going to be 
hard for this wound to heal,” wrote Messi on 
Instagram, going on to congratulate La Roja.

In Madrid, tears also flowed on Monday 
night, but they were tears of joy.      – AFP

Pictures on page 16

Spain stars lap up adulation of estimated 2 million 
on World Cup parade

Spain’s Lamine Yamal lifts the World Cup trophy during the 
celebrations after Spain won the 2026 FIFA World Cup in 
Madrid, Spain, on Monday.    – Xinhua

Argentina squad returns 
home after World Cup 
final loss

EZEIZA, Argentina - Most 
of Argentina’s football team 
landed back home Monday, 

as thousands of fans waited to 
welcome them, following their 1-0 
loss to Spain in the World Cup final, 
according to the airport’s authority.

The Argentine Football 
Association said earlier that some 
squad members would not be on the 
flight, and local media reported that 
star Lionel Messi was among those 
who had not returned.

–AFP
Pictures on page 16

Barcelona president 
Laporta says Adeyemi 
signing to be official today

MADRID – FC 
Barcelona president 

Joan Laporta said yesterday that 
the club will officially announce the 
signing of German forward Karim 
Adeyemi from Bundesliga giant 
Dortmund today, when the player 
will also be presented to fans and 
the media.

Laporta confirmed the news 
upon his arrival at Barcelona airport 
after attending the World Cup final. 
His trip to New York was the main 
reason for the delay in announcing 
Adeyemi’s signing after the 24-year-

old arrived in Barcelona last week.
Adeyemi, who can play either 

on the wing or through the middle, 
joins the La Liga champion after 
scoring 36 goals in 146 appearances 
for his former club. He will help 
replace Robert Lewandowski, 
whose contract with Barcelona 
expired at the end of June, while 
Roony Bardghji is likely to be sent 
out on loan after failing to secure a 
regular starting place last season.

The 24-year-old, who has earned 
11 caps for Germany, is Barcelona’s 
second signing of the summer 
following the arrival of England 
international Anthony Gordon from 
Newcastle United.              – Xinhua

ROME – The 
president of the Spanish 

football league, Javier Tebas, accused 
FIFA of acting “irresponsibly” 
following the announcement of 
discussions regarding a possible 
64-team World Cup in 2030, in an 
interview with an Italian sports daily 
published yesterday.

Tebas also said that FIFA 
president Gianni Infantino’s time 
was “over”, telling La Gazzetta 
dello Sport that there is a “system 
that is fundamentally flawed”, 
which has allowed him to lead 

football’s global governing body 
for a decade.

“The football industry is not 
just about the World Cup, however 
important it may be,” he said.

“They are destroying the 
football industry - which generates 
tens of thousands of jobs - for an 
event that lasts 40 days and involves 
only a minority of players.”

At the World Cup opening cere-
mony in June, Infantino mentioned “dis-
cussions about expanding to 64 teams” 
for the World Cup’s centenary in 2030, 
which will be co-hosted primarily by 

Spain, Portugal and Morocco, with 
Paraguay, Uruguay and Argentina also 
welcoming some matches.

“We have repeatedly expressed 
our concerns about the competition 
calendar. And now they want to 
organise a 64-team World Cup,” 
Tebas added, emphasising that “it is 
the domestic leagues that keep this 
sport alive”.

“We need fewer national teams 
and better protection for domestic 
football at all levels. They don’t 
realise this and are making decisions 
irresponsibly,” Tebas added.  – AFP

Football shorts

La Liga chief says FIFA ‘destroying football industry’

LONDON – Alek-
sander Ceferin, the head 
of UEFA, boycotted the 
World Cup final to show 

unhappiness with FIFA, British 
media reported Monday.

The relationship between 
European football’s governing 
body and the game’s global 
federation is under strain.

One cause was FIFA’s 
unexplained decision to suspend a 
red card for United States striker 
Folarin Balogun before a World 
Cup game against Belgium after 
US President Donald Trump asked 
FIFA head Gianni Infantino to 
“review” the sending off.

UEFA was unhappy that Infan-
tino bowed to perceived political 
pressure from the host and called 
the decision by FIFA’s disciplinary 
committee “unprecedented, incom-
prehensible and unjustifiable” and 
said it “crossed a red line”.

Other sources of tension were 
FIFA’s acquiescence when US 
authorities refused to allow Somali 
referee Omar Artan to enter the 
country. UEFA responded by 
appointing Artan to officiate its 
Super Cup final next month.

FIFA was also unable to ensure 
Iran was treated the same way as 
other teams playing in the United 
States. Coach Amir Ghalenoei 

said his team were the “most 
oppressed” at the World Cup. US 
Homeland Security Secretary 
Markwayne Mullin said he 
“danced a happy dance” when Iran 
were knocked out.

UEFA has also, so far, refused 
to adopt some of FIFA’s World 
Cup innovations, such as hydration 
breaks, the “mistaken identity” VAR 
protocol, which led to the sending 
off of Breel Embolo in Switzerland’s 
quarter-final loss to Argentina, or the 
cards for players who cover their 
mouths talking to an opponent.

Ceferin also criticised the 
enlarged 48-team tournament 
before it kicked off.

“We have a lot of matches that 
are completely uninteresting,” 
he was quoted as saying in a 
newspaper in his native Slovenia.

Ceferin has also been publicly 
critical of World Cup ticket prices.

UEFA has said that it would 
continue to offer two ‘fan first’ 
ticket categories at the 2028 
Euros in the United Kingdom and 
Ireland. It said that 40 percent of 
tickets would either be priced 
below £30 (35 euros or US$40) 
or below £60. It has also promised 
not to adopt dynamic pricing.

Ceferin did attend the opening 
match of the tournament in Mexico 
City on June 11.    – AFP

Ceferin skipped World Cup !nal 
reportedly to show disapproval of FIFA
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MotoGP

PARIS – Former MotoGP 
world champion Fabio Quartararo 
will join Honda on a two-year deal 
next season, the team announced 
yesterday, as the Frenchman bids 
to reignite his career.

The 27-year-old is set to leave 
Yamaha after eight seasons.

He won the MotoGP title 
in 2021 and finished runner-up 
the following year but has since 
struggled to maintain that level.

“Honda Racing Corporation 
(HRC) are pleased to announce 
the signing of Fabio Quartararo for 
the 2027 and 2028 MotoGP World 
Championship seasons,” the team 
said in a statement.

“Quartararo will race for the 
factory Honda HRC team as the 
850cc era of MotoGP begins from 
2027.”

His move to Honda had 
appeared increasingly certain for 
weeks after other teams confirmed 
their rider line-ups for next season.

The Japanese manufacturer, 
which has been rebuilding since the 
departure of Marc Marquez to Ducati 
in 2024, is banking on the Frenchman 
to help revive its fortunes.

The 2027 season will usher 

in new technical regulations, 
reducing engine capacity from 
1,000cc to 850cc, a change that 
could reshuffle the competitive 
order and potentially end the 
dominance enjoyed in recent years 
by Ducati and now Aprilia.

Quartararo’s first season in 
MotoGP was in 2019 and he quickly 
established himself at the highest 
level, two years later becoming the 
first French rider to win the premier-
class world championship.

But his fortunes have declined 
dramatically in recent seasons.

He has not won a race since 

2022, finishing 10th, 13th and ninth 
over the past three years. He is 14th 
at the halfway stage of this season.

Honda also said yesterday it 
had signed Colombian rider David 
Alonso to a multi-year contract but 
did not reveal whether he would 
partner Quartararo in the factory team 
or race for the satellite LCR outfit.

Alonso, 20, won the Moto3 
crown in 2024.

Brazil’s Diogo Moreira, who 
has enjoyed a promising rookie 
MotoGP campaign with LCR, 
could instead be promoted to the 
factory team next season.     – AFP

Former MotoGP champion 
Quartararo to make Honda switch

Monster Energy Yamaha Monster Energy Yamaha 
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Badminton

CHANGZHOU – Top Chinese 
badminton players Shi Yuqi and 
Chen Yufei advanced to the round 
of 16 as the 2026 China Open 
began in Changzhou, Jiangsu 
Province, yesterday.

Shi, the world No. 1 and tour-
nament favorite, was given an early 
scare by Singapore’s Jason Teh Jia 
Heng, who made an aggressive 
start and took the opening game 
21-18 to put the Chinese top seed 
under pressure on home soil.

However, Teh was forced 
to retire with an injury midway 
through the second game, with Shi 
leading 6-2, sending the Chinese 
player through to the last 16.

The most thrilling men’s 
singles clash of the opening day 

saw China’s Weng Hongyang 
defeat third-seeded Dane Anders 
Antonsen in three tightly contested 
games. The pair split the opening 
two games before Weng edged the 
decider 22-20.

Also yesterday, home favorite 
Lu Guangzu was eliminated after 
losing 21-18, 21-16 to Lin Chun-
Yi of Chinese Taipei.

Reigning Olympic champion 
Chen survived a stern test in the 
women’s singles, grinding out a 
91-minute victory over Japan’s 
Natsuki Nidaira. She lost the 
opening game 21-19 before battling 
back to take the next two 21-19, 21-
18 and seal her place in the last 16.

Young Chinese player Han 
Qianxi lost her opening match 
to Indonesia’s Putri Kusuma 
Wardani, leaving Chen as the only 

Chinese women’s singles player to 
advance on the first day.

Chinese pairs showed strong 
form across all three doubles events. 
Men’s doubles pair Chen Boyang 
and Liu Yi, top women’s doubles 
duo Liu Shengshu and Tan Ning, 
and young mixed doubles pair Gao 
Jiaxuan and Wu Mengying all won 
their opening matches.

Mixed doubles pair Zhu Yijun 
and Li Qian lost in straight games, 
marking China’s third defeat of 
the day.

First-round action continues 
today, with Li Shifeng, Wang 
Zhiyi and men’s doubles pair 
Liang Weikeng and Wang Chang 
among the leading Chinese players 
in action.

The China Open runs through 
Sunday.              – Xinhua

Golf

PARIS – The Asian Tour 
yesterday announced a partnership 
with the PGA Tour and European 
circuit until at least 2029, severing 
its ties with LIV Golf in a global 
shake-up of the sport.

The agreement is aimed at 
expanding playing opportunities and 
strengthening pathways for golfers 
in Asia, the three organisations said 
in a joint statement.

As part of the deal, the European-
based DP World Tour will resume 
co-sanctioning selected events with 

the Asian Tour from 2027.
Details of the tournaments 

involved will be announced later 
this year when the DP World Tour 
unveils its schedule for next season.

The partnership marks a revival 
of ties between the European circuit 
and its Asian equivalent, which 
were linked through a past alliance 
from 2016 to 2021.

Their relationship dates back even 
further, to 1999, when the Malaysian 
Open became the first event jointly 
sanctioned by the two tours.

Asian Tour commissioner and 
CEO Cho Minn Thant said the pact 

would help broaden the reach of 
professional golf in the region.

“We feel the time is now right to 
collaborate with the DP World Tour 
and PGA Tour to enhance the Asian 
Tour for our members, fans and 
partners,” he said.

“Bringing the three Tours 
together under one partnership 
will increase the bandwidth of the 
professional game in Asia.”

DP World Tour chief tournament 
and operations officer Ben Cowen 
said the arrangement would provide 
“unprecedented international oppor-
tunities” for Asian Tour members 

through newly established pathways.
Christian Hardy, the senior vice 

president of international for the PGA 
Tour, said the agreement reflected 
a shared vision for professional 
golf and would help create a more 
connected global ecosystem.

The realignment comes after 
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund (PIF) said earlier this year 
that it would stop funding the 
breakaway LIV Golf league after 
the 2026 season.

LIV has also been bankrolling 
the Asian Tour’s International 
Series to the tune of US$300 

million, leaving in doubt the future 
of the mini-circuit elevated events 
which each offer US$2 million in 
prize money and a pathway to the 
LIV tour.

“There are still a lot of details 
to be worked out, and we will 
continue to provide updates as soon 
as possible,” read a statement from 
the Asian Tour.

“Our priority is to maintain the 
International Series events planned 
for later this year in some form 
and to finish with a strong run 
of tournaments at the end of the 
season.”       – AFP

Shi Yuqi, Chen Yufei advance as badminton 
China Open kicks o!

Asian Tour partners with PGA and Europe in blow to LIV Golf

EVIAN, France - 
Several Tour de France 
teams, including that 

of Olympic champion Remco 
Evenepoel, confirmed yesterday 
they had faced anti-doping controls 
during the race’s final rest day.

However, unlike those on 
Sunday targeting Tour leader Tadej 
Pogacar and former champion Jonas 
Vingegaard, these did not happen in 
the middle of the night.

Pogacar and Evenepoel had 
been amongst a number of riders to 
blast the night-time controls carried 
out by the International Testing 
Agency (ITA) as “inhumane” or 
disrespectful.

Evenepoel’s Red Bull-Bora 
Hansgrohe, the Decathlon CMA CGM 
team of French teenage sensation Paul 
Seixas and French outfit Groupama-
FDJ United were amongst the teams 
targeted on Monday evening - although 
in some cases, the riders tested had 
already gone to bed.

“We were also visited last night, 
some riders were already asleep,” 
Red Bull manager Ralph Denk told 
German television channel ZDF.

Their eight riders were tested at 
10:00 p.m., a spokesperson said.

Decathlon’s seven remaining 
riders in the race were tested at 
around 8:30 p.m..

Picnic-PostNL, Jayco-AlUla and 
Bahrain Victorious also faced tests.

The ITA is an independent 
organisation which has been 
designated by the International 
Cycling Union (UCI) since 2021 to 
carry out doping controls.

These tests have become a hot 

topic at the Tour after Vingegaard 
and Pogacar were visited by the 
ITA at 2:00 a.m. and 5:00 a.m. 
respectively on Sunday, just hours 
before a major mountain stage.

Vingegaard crashed on that 
stage after coming down on a bend 
and broke his collarbone, leading to 
him quitting the race.

Pogacar speculated afterwards 
his arch rival’s disturbed sleep could 
have contributed to a lack of concen-
tration which resulted in his fall.

Doping tests are generally done 
between 5:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m. 
but the ITA had petitioned a Paris 
judge to get permission to carry out 
a night-time test.

Yesterday, the CPA union which 
represents professional cyclists 
blasted the process as counter-
productive.

But Jonathan Vaughters, the 
manager of the EF Education team, 
who in 2012 admitted to having 
doped during his cycling career, a 
part of which was spent in the US 
Postal team of Lance Armstrong, 
applauded the controls.

“2am testing is one of the very 
effective ways to prevent peptide 
(EPO, hGH) and testosterone micro 
dosing,” he posted on social media.

“If UCI had tested us in 2001 at 
2am? We’d all have been suspended 
and saved the sport 25 years of drama.”

Cycling went through a 
particularly dark and murky period 
in the 1990s and 2000s when 
numerous Tour winners either tested 
positive for doping or later admitted 
to having done so, amongst them 
Armstrong.      – AFP

Tour de France hit by new 
wave of anti-doping tests

Players participate in “Moscow 2026” International chess forum in Moscow, Russia, 

on Monday.              – Xinhua
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Sara Bloomberg
SAN FRANCISCO – A 

federal judge in California has 
ordered Paramount Skydance and 
Warner Brothers Discovery to 
temporarily pause their merger 
while a case brought by multiple 
states challenging the deal moves 
forward.

The companies are prohibited 
from closing their US$110 billion 
deal for 14 days until another 
hearing is held on August 3 
regarding a preliminary injunction, 
which would prevent Paramount 
and Warner Brothers from closing 
the transaction before a final 
decision is reached.

The states raised “serious 
questions” about the deal’s 
potential to be anticompetitive, the 
judge said in her ruling on Monday, 
adding that “the balance of equities 
and public interest tip sharply in 
favour of the Plaintiff States.”

Last week, 12 states led by 
California sued to block the 
deal in a direct challenge to the 
Trump administration’s Justice 
Department, which approved the 
merger last month.

In a statement on Monday, 
California Attorney General 
Rob Bonta hailed the temporary 
restraining order as “a critical 
first win in our case to ensure this 
megamerger never sees the light 
of day.”

A Paramount spokesperson 
told Variety that the company is 

“grateful for the Court’s swift 
order” and underlined that it 
“preserves the status quo while the 
Court considers the antitrust issues 
presented.”

The combined company – 
which came about after Netflix 
bowed out of the battle to buy 
Warner Brothers – would control a 
sprawling roster of assets, including 
CNN, Warner Bros. Pictures and 
the HBO Max streaming service.

In their complaint, the states 
claim the combined company 
would control roughly 27 
percent of wide-release theatrical 
film distribution and a similar 
percentage of basic cable channel 
licensing.

The saga has become politically 

charged, with President Donald 
Trump publicly saying he would 
weigh in on the deal as the fate 
of CNN – a frequent target of 
the president’s ire – hangs in the 
balance.

California’s attorney general 
said last week that the combination 
of two of Hollywood’s five major 
film distributors would lead to 
“higher prices, lower quality, and 
less content” for audiences.

“California and our sister states 
are fighting for free and fair markets, 
not rigged markets. America has 
no kings in government or our 
economy,” Bonta said.

The other 11 states joining the 
suit, all Democratic-led, are Arizona, 
Colorado, Connecticut, Massachu-

setts, Minnesota, Nevada, New 
Jersey, New Mexico, New York, 
Oregon and Washington.

Paramount pushed back on the 
suit’s allegations, framing their 
deal as a boon for competition in 
the media industry.

“This merger is lawful, pro-
competitive, and will benefit 
consumers, creators, workers, and 
the entertainment industry,” the 
Paramount spokesperson said.

“We will continue to vigorously 
defend the transaction and will 
look forward to the hearings on the 
substance of the State AGs’ action.”

Tinsletown tussle
The Trump administration 

approved the blockbuster deal 

on June 12 without demanding a 
single change, clearing the way for 
one of the largest media mergers in 
years.

It was a major win for media 
mogul David Ellison – his father, 
Oracle co-founder Larry Ellison, 
largely financed the takeover and 
is a Trump ally.

The battle over Warner Brothers 
began last year, when media giants 
Netflix and Paramount went to war 
over the famed movie studio and 
its prized back catalogue.

A wary Tinseltown reluctantly 
lined up behind Netflix as the 
lesser of two evils, only to watch 
Paramount keep raising its bid 
until the streamer walked away in 
February.    – AFP

US judge suspends Paramount’s acquisition of Warner Bros.

In this aerial picture taken on July 13, 2026, the Paramount logo is displayed on a 
water tower at the Paramount Studios lot in Los Angeles, California.         – AFP 

In this aerial picture taken on July 13, 2026, the Warner Bros. logo is displayed on 
the water tower at Warner Bros. Studio in Burbank, California.           – AFP 

Robin Millard
COLLONGE-BELLERIVE – 

Veteran British star Petula Clark 
hopes artificial intelligence (AI) 
will never be able to replace the 
warmth and emotion of a real singer.

At 93, the “Downtown” legend 
still relishes the connection between 
audience and performer, and the 
humanity in delivering a vocal – two 
things AI songs might eliminate.

“We’re all very worried about 
that, and they’re actually saying 
eventually AI will have emotion, 
and even that’s a little worrying – 
where do we go from there?” said 
Clark.

“For the future, it’s a little 
puzzling, to say the least,” she told 
AFP in an interview.

Asked if the human feel in a 
song was irreplaceable, she said: 
“We like to think so. Who knows? 
The way things are going, maybe 
everything is going to be replaced 
anyway. I hope not. I find the whole 
thing a bit scary.

“There’s been a lot of electronic 
stuff, computers in studios for quite 
a few years, and we’re OK, we’re 
still here. But how much longer?”

London concert plans
Clark said her singing register 

was now lower, but the magic was 
still present.

“My voice, it has changed,” she 
admitted.

“But it hasn’t changed in 

whatever it has: it’s there. It’s come 
down a little bit, but I kind of like it!”

“What I do is very personal, and 
it’s mine; nobody can be me,” she said.

“It comes from the heart.”
Clark said there were plans 

for a concert in a London theatre, 
possibly later this year.

“It’s going to be something 
very important for me, and very 
emotional too. It may be my last 
one; who knows?,” she said.

“But I’m really looking forward 
to it, getting back to an audience. 
There’s nothing quite like the 
communion with an audience.”

Clark met the French publicist 
Claude Wolff in 1957, they married 
in 1961 and in a very rare step for 
a British or US artist, she fully 
embraced French songs, becoming 
a major star in France too.

When seeking out new songs, 
Clark said it was “always the 
melody” that caught her ear, 
“because melody is international”.

Indeed, her 1964 signature hit 
“Downtown”, which sold millions 
and earned her a Grammy award, 
had no lyrics when she first heard 
composer Tony Hatch playing it on 
the piano.

“Some songs just have it. If 
we knew what it was, we’d all be 
singing them!” she said.

“We knew it was a good song, 
but we had no idea that it was a 
monster song.

“Some songs live on and live on.”

Clark still listens to music every 
day – mostly classical music and jazz.

“I like Adele very much. I think 
she’s a wonderful singer, very good 
songwriter,” she said.

‘Is That You, Petula?’
After making her debut as child 

star on BBC wartime radio in 1942, 
Clark’s career took many turns.

She starred in films alongside 
Alec Guinness, Fred Astaire and 
Peter O’Toole and appeared in 
musicals in New York and London.

“An Evening with Petula” in 
concert was the first colour transmis-
sion on BBC One television in 1969.

She has now written her 
autobiography, entitled “Is That 
You, Petula?” – John Lennon’s 
words when she visited his 
Montreal bed-in for peace in 1969, 
ending up on the single “Give Peace 
A Chance”.

“It’s been a long life, and a very 
exciting life, and a very sad life, and 
a very happy life,” she said.

Clark has lived in Geneva since 
the mid-1960s and spoke to AFP at 
the Collonge Book Festival in the 
Genevan countryside.

Those queuing to meet her 
included a starstruck 21-year-old 
man clutching a 1980s vinyl album.

Clark said she hoped she 
had brought happiness to people 
throughout the decades.

“They’ve made me happy, too,” 
she said.       – AFP

Petula Clark, 93, hopes real singers will survive the AI tide

British singer, actress, and songwriter Petula Clark poses during the Le Festival 
du LÀC (Livre à Collonge) literary festival, in Collonge-Bellerive, near Geneva, 
Switzerland, on June 6, 2026.                 – AFP 
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Argentina’s head coach Lionel Scaloni (fourth left) waves alongside members of Argentina’s 
national football team aboard an open-top bus as they drive towards the Argentine Football 
Association (AFA) training camp in Ezeiza, Buenos Aires Province, on Monday, after returning from 
the United States following their defeat in the 2026 FIFA World Cup final. – AFP

In this aerial view Argentina’s national football team rides aboard an open-top bus as it arrives at the 
Argentine Football Association (AFA) training camp in Ezeiza, Buenos Aires Province, on Monday, 
after returning from the United States following its defeat in the 2026 FIFA World Cup final. – AFP

Spain fans are sprayed to cool off as they attend 
Spain’s players parade onboard an open-top bus 
through the streets of Madrid on Monday, one day after 
the national football team won their second World Cup 
title following a 1-0 victory against Argentina. – AFP

Spain fans pack Cibeles Square in Madrid on Monday, as they await the arrival of Spain’s 
players one day after the national football team won their second World Cup title following a 
1-0 victory against Argentina.
Spain’s World Cup winners arrive home to a heroes’ welcome in Madrid, where a million fans 
are expected to greet them after a night of raucous celebrations across the country. – AFP

Spain’s captain Rodri (centre) speaks as 
Spain’s players celebrate on a stage at Cibeles 
Square in Madrid on Monday, one day after 
winning their second World Cup title following 
a 1-0 victory against Argentina.
Spain’s World Cup winners arrive home to a 
heroes’ welcome in Madrid, where a million 
fans are expected to greet them after a night of 
raucous celebrations across the country. – AFP

Spain’s players parade onboard an open-top 
bus through the streets of Madrid on Monday, 
one day after the national football team won their 
second World Cup title following a 1-0 victory 
against Argentina. – AFP

A person holds up a cardboard trophy cutout with Spain’s coach 
Luis de la Fuente’s face added to it as Spain fans gather at Cibeles 
Square in Madrid on Monday, awaiting the arrival of the national 
football team one day after winning their second World Cup title 
following a 1-0 victory against Argentina.
Spain’s World Cup winners arrive back home to a heroes’ welcome 
in Madrid, where a million fans were expected to greet them after a 
night of raucous celebrations across the country.  – AFP


