
DIRECTOR: Harald Brüning https://www.macaupostdaily.com    MOP 6.00YEAR 21         NO.5353         FRIDAY July 24, 2026 

Macau’s most popular English-language newspaper – Your trustworthy source of news & views The Macau Post Daily

Published by Macau Cultural Box Ltd.               Printed by Welfare Printing Ltd.              Head office: 39 Rua dos Mercadores, Centro Comercial Ou Chong, 5/F, D, Macau.      
Tel.: 2833 1050             E-mail: macaupost@macau.ctm.net             Fax: 2833 1104             GCS Registry No. 223             ISSN 1813-2898

Wang Yi urges Britain to avoid 
imposing security implications on 
economic, trade issues

Foreign Minister Wang Yi yesterday called on Britain to 
avoid imposing security implications on economic and trade 
issues.        – Story on p. 7

US vows to punish Iran after 
Houthis strike tankers

Iran and the US vowed yesterday to step up attacks, 
after Tehran’s Houthi allies struck Saudi shipping and sent 
oil prices soaring. 

  –  Story on p. 10

US trial of Maduro, wife set for 
June 2027

Venezuela’s ousted president Nicolás Maduro and his 
wife will go on trial in the United States in June 2027, a court 
ruled on Wednesday, after the US military captured them in a 
stunning nighttime raid in January.    – Story on p. 12 

Rui Pastorin
The Macao Meteorological and Geophysical 

Bureau (SMG) said in a statement last night that 
it may hoist Stand-by Signal No. 1 tonight as a 
gradually intensifying tropical cyclone located 
yesterday east of the Philippines is forecast to 
enter within 800 kilometres of Macau. 

The statement noted that the tropical 
cyclone is expected to move towards the eastern 
coast of Guangdong tomorrow and continue to 
intensify. It added that, due to uncertainties in 
the system’s track and intensity, the bureau is 

closely monitoring the situation.
Temperatures today and tomorrow are 

expected to be “extremely hot” under the 
influence of the system’s outer subsiding airflow, 
which could trigger thunderstorms accompanied 
by strong gusts starting this afternoon.

The bureau reminded the public to pay 
attention to the latest weather updates. 
Furthermore, the Yellow Hot Weather Alert 
remains in force, with residents advised to take 
precautions against heatstroke as maximum 
temperatures could reach 33°C or higher. 

Stand-by Signal No. 1 ‘may be’ 
hoisted tonight: SMG

Image courtesy of the Macao Meteorological and Geophysical Bureau (SMG)

Tony Wong
The 18th Conference of the 

International Society for Utilitarian 
Studies (ISUS Conference) is being 
held at the University of Macau 
(UM), with its opening ceremony 
held yesterday. The three-day 
event, which is scheduled to end 
tomorrow, marks the first time that 
the ISUS Conference has been held 
in China.

A UM statement yesterday 
noted that the International Soci-
ety for Utilitarian Studies, based 
in University College London’s 
(UCL) Faculty of Laws, is the 
world’s leading academic organisa-
tion in the field of utilitarian stud-
ies. It promotes interdisciplinary 
research on the history, philosophy, 
and contemporary applications of 
utilitarianism, covering various 
fields such as philosophy, ethics, law, 
political science, and economics.

Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), 
a British philosopher, jurist, and 
social reformer, is regarded as the 
founder of modern utilitarianism. 
The Bentham Project, based 
within UCL’s Faculty of Laws, 
has the principal aim of producing 
a new, authoritative edition of 
The Collected Works of Jeremy 
Bentham, making fully available for 
the first time the complete writings 

and correspondence of Bentham, 
according to the UCL website.

During the three-day conference 
on the UM campus, experts and 
scholars from China, the US, the 
UK, France, Italy, Japan, and 
Singapore are engaging in parallel 
sessions on a wide range of topics, 
including Bentham’s logic and the 

philosophy of language, John Stuart 
Mill’s philosophy, and utilitarian 
responses to 21st-century issues, 
according to the UM statement. Mill 
(1806–1873), a British philosopher, 
political economist, and politician, 
was a proponent of the utilitarianism 
of his predecessor, Bentham.

The UM statement noted that 

the ongoing conference, organised 
by the UM Faculty of Law, features 
plenary speeches from distinguished 
scholars, including: Philip Schofield, 
director of the Bentham Project at 
UCL’s Faculty of Laws and general 
editor of The Collected Works of 
Jeremy Bentham; Peter Singer, 
emeritus professor at Princeton 

Conference on utilitarianism held 
at UM, 1st time in China

University and VK Rajah Visiting 
Professor at the National University 
of Singapore; Li Qiang, professor 
in the School of Government at 
Peking University; Roger Crisp, 
professor of moral philosophy at the 
University of Oxford; and Melissa 
Schwartzberg, professor of politics 
at Princeton University.

Delivering a speech during 
yesterday’s opening ceremony, UM 
Rector Song Yonghua (aka Yonghua 
Song) said that utilitarianism is 
concerned with “the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number” (the core 
principle of utilitarianism) – a question 
that transcends cultures and ages and is 
relevant to every human being.

Continued on p.5

UM Rector Song Yonghua (from left to right), Fudan University philosophy researcher Li Qing, and UM Faculty of Arts and 

Humanities Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies professor Wang Qingjie speak during yesterday’s 18th Conference of 

the International Society for Utilitarian Studies on the UM campus in Hengqin.            – Photos: Tony Wong



inspections of mosquito breeding 
sites and carried out 1,524 chemical 
mosquito control operations across 
around 130 hygiene black spots and 
areas linked to dengue and chikun-
gunya cases, the statement said.

Since the beginning of this 
month, mosquito control operations 
at hygiene black spots have been 
increased to at least three to four 
times per month, the statement noted, 
while the Municipal Affairs Bureau 
(IAM) continues monthly mosquito 
control work in public parks, leisure 
areas, and municipal cemeteries.

The Health Bureau has also 
begun testing “smart biological 
mosquito traps” imported from the 
Chinese mainland. The devices 
mimic human breathing by releasing 
carbon dioxide and use specially 
designed lights to attract mosquitoes 
before drawing them into the 
machine, where they are dehydrated 
and killed, the statement noted. It 
added that authorities will assess the 
traps’ effectiveness, durability, and 
suitability before deciding whether to 
expand their use to other government 
facilities and public spaces.

Similar devices developed by 
local companies will also be evalu-
ated, according to the statement.

To encourage personal protec-
tion, the bureau has launched a 
“Mosquito Repellent Sharing” pro-
gramme in conjunction with several 
government entities. Around 200 
public facilities across Macau now 
provide shared mosquito repellent, 
including health centres, public hos-
pitals, border health checkpoints, 
educational institutions, cultural 
venues, social service facilities, and 
sports complexes.

The Health Bureau urged 
residents to prevent mosquito 
breeding by removing stagnant 
water around homes and 
workplaces, keep mosquitoes out of 
indoor areas using window screens, 
mosquito nets, or air conditioning, 
and protect themselves outdoors 
by wearing long-sleeved, light-
coloured clothing and applying 
mosquito repellent to exposed skin 
or clothing. 
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v  Macau  Weather
VERY HOT. 
MAINLY FINE. 
FORCE 2 TO 3 SOUTHERLY WINDS. 
RELATIVE HUMIDITY WILL RANGE 
BETWEEN 65% AND 95%.

26ºC~33ºC
Source: SMG
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Feature by Stefan Hammond*

Tod Browning’s 1931 film Dracula 
introduced Hungarian actor Bela Lugosi as 
the titular undead nobleman. Early in this 
seminal monochrome epic, Count Dracula 
transforms into a bat. The transmogrification 
of the evil protagonist into a creature 
associated with demons and darkness jibes 
with Western beliefs.

These detriments aren’t universal. In 
Chinese culture, bats are auspicious. The 
winged creatures symbolise good fortune, 
happiness, and prosperity, and often appear 
as stylized depictions in art, on clothing, and 
festive decorations.

Lugosi (born Béla Ferenc Dezső Blaskó 
in Lugos, Kingdom of Hungary) never made 
it to Macau. Fortunately, 16 species of bats 
did, according to Hong Kong Bat Radar 
– a comprehensive local bat information 
platform with scientifically accurate 
information (https://hkbatradar.com/en/
macau_checklist/).

Coin bats
Even casual visitors to Macau know the 

classic pawn shop sign, but did you know 
that it’s a stylized bat carrying a coin? 

“In Chinese culture...since the 14th 
century, bats have been regarded as lucky 
animals, and their images have appeared 
frequently in Chinese art,” writes Isabella 
Hu for the UK’s John Moore Museum. “In 
addition, in Buddhism, five bats symbolize 
a wish for the Five Blessings: longevity, 
wealth, good health, virtue, and a peaceful 
death.”

Stylized bats appear as motifs on Chinese 
fabric, carved into wooden doorways, and – 
uniquely in Macau – on coinage. You can 
pass along your wish for the Five Blessings 
with every five-pataca coin you spend.

Mammals, like us
Bats (known as Chiroptera, derived from 

the Greek words for “hand” and “wing”) 
fly around like birds, but they’re winged 
mammals, and the only mammals capable of 
true and sustained flight. Bats devour insects 
like mosquitoes and contribute to ecosystems 
across the globe. Their droppings, known 
as guano (a Spanish word derived from 
Quechua, an indigenous language family 
that originated in central Peru, then spread 
to other countries of the Andes) offer a 
high content of nitrogen, phosphate, and 
potassium and are prized as a fertiliser.

How precious is guano? From 1865 
to 1879, Spain fought a series of coastal 
and naval battles with its former colonies 
of Peru, Chile, Ecuador, and Bolivia over 
the precious bat extract. Wikipedia: “The 
conflict began with Spain’s seizure of the 
guano-rich Chincha Islands in one of a series 
of attempts by Spain, under Isabella II, to 
reassert its influence over its former South 
American colonies.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chincha_
Islands_War

Rugby bats
Macau may not rank highly as a global 

sports powerhouse, but the RAEM boasts 
one of the world’s few sports teams named 
after Chiroptera.

The Macau national rugby union team, 
nicknamed the Bats, represents Macau in 
international rugby union. The Macau Bats 
normally organize two Mini-Rugby Festivals 
per season, in January and May, with the 
participation of teams from Hong Kong 
(https://www.asiarugby.com/unions/macau/).

Bat conservation
There are several bat conservation and 

research organisations and a partial list is here:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_

bat_conservation_and_research_groups
One of the better known ones is Texas-

based Bat Conservation International (BCI). 
“In many Western cultures, people can be 
fearful of bats, and bats are often used in 
movies and television to represent sinister or 
evil elements,” writes Paul Hormick for BCI. 
“In China things couldn’t be more different. 
The association of bats with good luck dates 
back two millennia to the Han Dynasty (206 
BCE—220 CE).”

“Over the centuries, depictions of bats 
have become extremely stylized, so much so 
that a bat adorning a teacup or gown might 
look more like a boomerang in a Star Wars 

movie than a bat,” he writes. “Westerners 
are familiar with depictions of dragons in 
Chinese art, but bats might be even more 
common.”

Bat Appreciation Week: 2026
Bat Appreciation Week champions these 

often-misunderstood creatures annually and 
runs from October 24-31, 2026. This week-
long observance educates the public on bat 
conservation, debunks myths, and highlights 
their crucial ecological contributions.

More information at:
h t t p s : / / n a t i o n a l t o d a y. c o m / b a t -

appreciation-week/

https://batweek.org/
*Hong Kong-based journalist, writer and 

movie critic 

The bats of Macau

March 2007 photo of neon sign featuring 
the legendarily auspicious bat (“pinfuk” in 
Cantonese) at Veng Fung Pawn Shop in Macau – 
Photo courtesy of cdip150/Wikimedia Commons 

2010s file photo of Macau’s 50 avos (cents) coin featuring the proverbially propitious bat. 
– Photo: Stefan Hammond 

This undated handout photo provided by the Health Bureau (SSM) on Wednesday 
shows its “smart biological mosquito traps”, which use biological respiration, set up 
along the perimeters of its facilities.

Health Bureau steps up mosquito control as dengue and chikungunya 
risks rise during summer holidays

Khalel Vallo
The Health Bureau (SSM) said 

in a statement on Wednesday that 
it has intensified mosquito control 
and community inspections as 
imported cases of dengue fever 
and chikungunya increase during 
Macau’s summer travel season, 
urging residents to adopt preventive 
measures against the two mosquito-
borne diseases.

According to the statement, 
the rise in overseas travel and the 
continued prevalence of dengue 
fever and chikungunya in popular 
destinations such as Southeast 
Asia, together with cases reported 

in neighbouring areas, have 
significantly increased the risk of 
community transmission in Macau.

Chikungunya is a viral disease 
spread by infected mosquitoes, 
causing high fever, severe joint 
pain, and fatigue.

In order to reduce the threat, the 
bureau has strengthened inspections 
at high-risk locations, including 
vacant land and construction sites, 
while carrying out joint inspections 
with other government entities 
to eliminate stagnant water and 
mosquito breeding grounds.

By late last month, health 
authorities had conducted 7,751 
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By Ida Cheong
The Faculty of Innovation 

Engineering at the Macau University 
of Science and Technology (MUST) 
held the second consultancy 
committee meeting for its Respiratory 
Disease AI Laboratory in Epidemic 
Intelligence and Applications of 
Medical Big Data Instruments on its 
Cotai campus in Taipa yesterday.

Eight newly appointed committee 
members, consisting of international 
experts from regions including 
France alongside leading Chinese 
mainland institutions, aim to build 
an internationalised research team 
to guide the laboratory’s scientific 
direction and platform development, 
Dr. Zhong Nanshan*, who chairs the 
committee, announced during the 
meeting, which was open to the media. 

Meanwhile, a signing ceremony 
for the “Trusted Research Environ-
ment Multi-Location Algorithm 
Collaboration (TREMAC) of the 
China-Portugal Joint Laboratory on Artificial Intelli-
gence (AI) and Public Health Issues” also took place 
during yesterday’s meeting. It was announced that the 
MUST laboratory has signed cooperation agreements 
under the TREMAC framework with China Telecom, 
Zhongshan Dongfeng People’s Hospital, Zhongshan 
Chen Xinghai Integrated Traditional Chinese and 
Western Medicine Hospital, and Zhongshan Huangpu 
People’s Hospital.

According to a MUST statement, the TREMAC 
platform is a facility independently developed by the 
MUST laboratory team. Its core target is to achieve 
“immobile data, collaborative algorithms, and 
trustworthy scientific research”, specifically designed 
to resolve data security dilemmas faced in cross-
institutional, cross-regional, and cross-border scientific 
research collaborations.

Relying on the TREMAC platform, the partner 
entities will cooperate under the strict premise of 
ensuring data security and personal privacy. The 
platform focuses on the secure utilisation of medical 
and public health data, AI model synergy and 

collaboration, infectious disease monitoring and 
early warning systems, as well as the translation and 
commercialisation of scientific research outcomes.

Zhong told reporters on the sidelines of yesterday’s 
meeting that Macau’s positioning acts as a vital bridge 
connecting the Chinese mainland with international 
research. He noted that the laboratory’s core 
strategic objective is to establish research facilities 
linked directly with the Chinese mainland, adding 
that the development plan will adhere strictly to an 
application-driven and innovation-focused research 
and development pathway.

Under rigorous privacy safeguards, the project 
aims to open channels for data interoperability, expand 
data utilisation capacity, and prevent data infringement 
risks, Zhong said. 

* Zhong Nanshan, 89, is a distinguished Chinese 
pulmonologist, academician of the Chinese Academy of 
Engineering (CAE), and one of China’s most prominent 
public health experts. He is widely recognised for 
his decisive leadership during national and global 
public health crises, particularly the 2002–2003 SARS 
outbreak and the COVID-19 pandemic. – Gemini 

MUST respiratory disease lab builds int’l research team

Dr Zhong Nanshan (front row, fifth from right), committee chair of the Respiratory Disease AI Laboratory in Epidemic Intelligence and Applications of Medical Big Data 
Instruments, Faculty of Innovation Engineering, Macau University of Science and Technology (MUST) and other attendees pose for a group photo during the second 
consultancy committee meeting on MUST campus in Cotai yesterday.                         – Photo: Ida Cheong

Khalel Vallo
Host nation China defeated the United 

States 3-2 last night to book a place in the 
semi-finals of the “Women’s Volleyball 
Nations League (VNL) – Finals Macao 2026 
presented by Galaxy Entertainment Group”.

Roared on by a vocal crowd at the Macao 
East Asian Games Dome in Cotai, China 
recovered after dropping the opening set 15-25 
to defeat the Americans 25-23, 25-20, 17-25, 
15-13 in a gripping five-set quarter-final.

The victory sends the host nation 
into the last four, where they will face 

Turkey tomorrow for a place in Sunday’s 
championship match. According to a 
statement by Volleyball World, China entered 
the Finals as hosts after finishing ninth in the 
preliminary phase with a 6-6 record, narrowly 
missing automatic qualification.

The US, meanwhile, topped the standings 
with 10 wins, edging defending champions 
Italy on set ratio to claim first place, the 
statement underlined.

After a one-sided opening set, China 
responded strongly in the second set by 
applying sustained pressure from the service 

line before edging the Americans 25-23 to 
level the match. The hosts maintained their 
momentum in the third set, building a five-
point advantage late on before closing it out 
25-20 to move within one set of victory.

The US regrouped in the fourth, improving 
their attacking efficiency to force a deciding 
set with a 25-17 win. China, however, held 
their nerve in a tense fifth set, eventually 
prevailing 15-13 to complete one of the 
biggest upsets of this year’s tournament.

Earlier yesterday, Turkey recovered from 
losing the opening set to defeat Canada 3-1 

(22-25, 25-21, 25-21, 25-17), eliminating 
the Canadians in their first-ever VNL Finals 
appearance.

In the opening matches on Wednesday, 
defending champions Italy swept the 
Netherlands 3-0 (25-21, 25-16, 25-16), 
while Brazil defeated Japan 3-1 (24-26, 
25-22, 25-16, 25-20).

The semi-finals, scheduled for tomorrow, 
will see Brazil face Italy before China take 
on Turkey, with the winners advancing to 
Sunday’s final.

Today is the tournament’s rest day. 

China stun US to reach VNL semi-!nals

China and the US face off during last night’s quarter-finals of the “Women’s Volleyball Nations League (VNL) – Finals Macao 
2026 presented by Galaxy Entertainment Group” at the Macao East Asian Games Dome in Cotai.   – Photo: Khalel Vallo

Players of the host team celebrate their 3-2 victory after beating the US last night at the 
tournament in this handout photo provided by Galaxy Entertainment Group (GEG).
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Photos taken during yesterday’s 2026 Sands Shopping Carnival opening ceremony and invitation only session by Rui Pastorin

Rui Pastorin

Macau’s largest complimentary exhibition and 
sales platform “Sands Shopping Carnival” 
kicked off yesterday, inviting shoppers from 

Macau and beyond to shop, dine and take part in various 
family-friendly activities during the four-day event. 

The free-admission event runs through Sunday, with 
over 580 booths and eight themed zones to explore. There 
are also over 5,000 special “MOP 1” items daily, along 
with discounts of up to 90 percent off.

Entering its seventh year, the 2026 edition of the 
carnival boasts its most enthusiastic response, receiving 
more than 600 applications from local SMEs. Close to 
300 were chosen to participate. 

In a speech, Sands China Executive Vice Chairman 
Wilfred Wong Ying Wai highlighted this year’s number 
of applications as an overwhelming response, going 
from receiving 300 applications at its debut during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, and highlighting it as a 
major annual platform for local small- and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs).

Wong further pointed out that in 2020 “we made a 
bold breakthrough. By sharing our venues, resources 
and customer base free of charge, we created the largest 
free sales platform in Macau. Through this initiative, 

we provided a stage for Macau SMEs, community 
organisations, and Sands retailers to widely expand their 
business opportunities. In doing so, we hoped to bring 
positivity to Macau during that difficult time.”

Among the local SMEs running booths are Macau’s 
century-old brands, classic local brands, distinctive 
shops, and niche specialty businesses recognised under 
the government’s “Expertinctive Shop”* programme, 
alongside Sands China retailers, as highlighted in 
information provided yesterday. 

This year also sees 20 booths run by local community 
organisations, a record high.

Macao Government Tourism Office (MGTO) Director 
Maria Helena de Senna Fernandes noted in her speech 
Macau’s top position in China Tourism Academy’s “2025 
Top Ten Destinations for Chinese Outbound Tourist 
Satisfaction”, announced earlier this month and marking 
its second consecutive top ranking. The city was praised 
for its “leisure and entertainment” and “attractions and 
accommodation” categories, an achievement made 
possible by the collective efforts of the community. 

“As quality retail service plays a vital role in enhancing 
visitors’ overall experience, we encourage the retail sector 
to continue responding to market needs and delivering 
attentive services, further strengthening Macau’s position 
as a World Centre of Tourism and Leisure,” she said. 

Frederico Ma Chi Ngai, president of the board of 
directors of the Macao Chamber of Commerce, noted in his 
speech: “We are delighted to see a growing number of local 
SMEs leveraging this platform to showcase the potential 
and vigour of Macau businesses. Beyond stimulating 
local consumption, the event also reinforces Macau’s 
position as a World Centre of Tourism and Leisure, while 
supporting the city’s economic diversification efforts”.

In the past six years, the event has drawn a over 
640,000 visits and, including this year, provided more 
than 4,000 free booths. 

This year’s carnival features new offerings and 
highlights, according to Sands China. 

More event details and updates are available on 
https://en.sandsresortsmacao.com/sands-lifestyle/events/
sands-shopping-carnival-2026.html 

and the Sands Cares Facebook page
One can also read more on https://www.

macaupostdaily.com/news/28762 
* “Expertinctive Shop” – a portmanteau of Expertise 

+ Distinctive – refers to a business accredited under 
the official Distinctive Shops Programme (特色店計

劃). The MSAR Government portal and English domain 
for the initiative use the term “Expertinctive Shops” 
(expertinctive-shops.com) to brand and catalogue 
accredited local businesses. – Gemini, MPD 

‘2026 Sands Shopping Carnival’ kicks o!
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Ida Cheong
As international petrol prices 

have recently pulled back from their 
peak, the Macao Economic and 
Technological Development Bureau 
(DSEDT) announced in a statement 
yesterday that the government’s 
liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) and 
petrol subsidy scheme will end at 
11:59 p.m. tomorrow, following 
comprehensive analysis and in 
alignment with the principle of 
prudent public expenditure.

The statement pointed out that 
Macau’s Consumer Price Index (CPI) 
for last month fell by 0.15 percent 
month-on-month, while the transport 
index dropped by 1.01 percent, and 
the housing and fuels index decreased 
by 0.16 percent, indicating that the 
local overall inflation level remains 
stable. The indices also showed that 
the diesel subsidy scheme and the 
LPG and petrol subsidy scheme have 
achieved their intended goals of pro-
viding timely short-term financial 
relief and stabilising essential public 
livelihoods.

The government urges the relevant 
sector to adjust retail fuel prices in 
Macau reasonably and promptly to 
reflect international crude oil trends, 
meeting the expectations of the public 
and the business community, the 
statement said.

The statement noted that the 
government’s interdepartmental fuel 

monitoring team reminds both the 
general public and commercial users 
that current regulations impose strict 
upper storage limits on flammable 
and explosive items, including LPG. 
Residents and merchants should 
order petroleum gas strictly based 
on actual demand and refrain from 
hoarding excessive LPG due to the 
scheme’s conclusion, preventing 
severe fire safety hazards, the 
statement cautioned.

Additionally, the fuel monitoring 
group urges the public to stagger 

their refuelling and gas delivery 
orders over the next two days to 
avoid congestion at petrol stations, 
according to the statement.

The monitoring team will continue 
to track the implementation of the 
subsidy scheme closely, the statement 
said, adding that an independent third-
party auditor continues to inspect, 
audit, and verify all relevant sales 
data, receipts, and records. If any 
fraudulent sales records are detected, 
criminal liability will be pursued in 
accordance with the law. 

An Iranian Shiite Muslim pilgrim walks past banners of Iran’s slain supreme leader 
Ali Khamenei (left) and his son, the current supreme leader Mojtaba Khamenei 
(right), as he enters Iraq through the Shalamjah (Shalamcheh) border crossing in 
Basra province yesterday to take part in the commemorations for Arbaeen, hours 
after the crossing was targeted by a US airstrike.                – AFP

LPG, petrol subsidy scheme 
to end tomorrow

Staff Reporter
A local man in his twenties 

has been arrested for pushing 
over a self-service photo booth 
while intoxicated at an open-air 
food street of a Cotai hotel earlier 
this year, a Public Security Police 
(PSP) spokesperson said during a 
regular press conference yesterday.

The suspect, surnamed Ho, told 
the police that he is unemployed.

The incident occurred on May 
22, when the female owner of the 
booth found that the machine had 
been knocked over. After reviewing 
CCTV footage provided by nearby 
restaurants, she saw that a man had 
pushed it over earlier that day and 
reported the incident to the police.

The photo booth was damaged, 
with repair costs estimated at 
12,000 patacas.

The police identified Ho 
through the citywide CCTV 
system and summoned him for 
questioning on Tuesday.

Ho confessed to the act, telling 
officers he had been drinking at a 
bar shortly before walking past the 
photo booth. He expressed willing-
ness to cover the repair costs.

Ho has been transferred to the 
Public Prosecutions Office (MP) and 
faces a charge of criminal damage. 

This undated handout photo released 
by the Public Security Police (PSP) 
yesterday shows two police officers 
escorting the criminal damage suspect 
a police station in Taipa.

Police nab local man for 
pushing over 

self-service photo booth

Staff Reporter
The Judiciary Police (PJ) 

yesterday arrested a 32-year-old 
Malaysian woman hired by a drug-
trafficking syndicate to smuggle 
cannabis via the local airport. The 
seized drugs have an estimated 
street value of 6.7 million patacas.

The operation was conducted 
in collaboration with the Macao 
Customs Service.

PJ spokesman Lei Chi Hou and 
Customs spokesman Cheang Mou 
Kei briefed reporters at the airport 
last night regarding the case.

Officers said the woman had 
been recruited by the syndicate 
to smuggle the cannabis from 
an unspecified Southeast Asian 
country to an unknown final 
destination via Macau.

Through intelligence analysis 
and risk assessment, Macau 
Customs officers identified the 
woman as a suspicious passenger 
on a flight arriving from Southeast 
Asia yesterday afternoon. 
Customs officers intercepted 
her as she retrieved her luggage, 

which contained 12 bags of 
cannabis weighing a total of 6.7 
kilogrammes.

The Customs Service 
subsequently transferred the case 
to the Judiciary Police for further 
investigation, where tests confirmed 
the substance was cannabis.

Initial PJ investigations 
indicate that the woman was tasked 
with smuggling the drugs to a 
“neighbouring region” via Macau.

At the time of last night’s press 
briefing, police were still tracing the 
origin of the drugs and searching 
for potential accomplices. 
Investigators are also working to 
determine the final destination 
of the shipment and the amount 
the syndicate promised to pay the 
suspect upon successful delivery.

The suspect has been transferred 
to the Public Prosecutions Office 
(MP) for questioning on a drug-
trafficking charge.

The PJ spokesman stressed 
that drug trafficking is a serious 
offence in Macau, carrying a prison 
sentence of up to 15 years. 

Three Macau Customs Service officers show journalists the cannabis seized from 
the suspect and her suitcase during last night’s press briefing at the airport.  
                   – Photo: Maria Cheang Ut Meng

Malaysian woman busted at 
Macau airport with cannabis 

worth 6.7 million patacas

Conference on utilitarianism held at UM, 
1st time in China

Continued from p.1
Song expressed hope that the 

conference will foster interdisci-
plinary academic exchange and 
provide valuable insights towards 
addressing the major challenges 
facing humanity today.

The UM statement noted that the 
18th ISUS Conference also celebrates 
the publication of a new, authoritative 
edition of Essays on Logic, Ethics, 

and Universal Grammar, one of the 
volumes of The Collected Works of 

Jeremy Bentham. The publication, 
edited by Philip Schofield and 
published by UCL Press in 2025, is 
expected to renew scholarly interest 
in Bentham’s contributions to logic 
and the philosophy of language, the 
statement added.

Organised by the UM Faculty 
of Law, the 18th ISUS Conference is 
also supported by the UM Faculty 
of Arts and Humanities and the UM 
Institute of Advanced Studies in 
Humanities and Social Sciences.

The UM statement pointed out 
that previous ISUS Conferences 
were held at universities including 
UCL, Luiss University in Italy, the 
Karlsruhe Institute of Technology in 
Germany, the Catholic University of 
Lille in France, Yokohama National 
University in Japan, and New York 
University.

Speaking to reporters after 
yesterday’s opening ceremony, 
Li Qing, a philosophy researcher 
at Fudan University in Shanghai, 

noted that utilitarianism seeks social 
progress by bringing the greatest 
happiness to the greatest number 
of people. Using AI as an example, 
he noted that the development 
of related industries must take 
ethics and safety into account, 
with utilitarianism forming a key 
component of those ethics.

Li further pointed out that the 
academic sector on the Chinese 
mainland has made significant 
strides in the research and promotion 
of utilitarianism in recent years, 
with published and translated works 
attracting international attention.

Li said that hosting the 
conference in Macau is expected 
to help elevate the international 
academic standing of UM.

Also speaking to reporters, 
Wang Qingjie, a professor in the 
Department of Philosophy and 
Religious Studies at the UM Faculty 
of Arts and Humanities, said that 
utilitarian concepts can also be 
applied to Macau’s appropriate 
economic diversification drive, 
by considering all social strata in 
Macau and the future development 
of various causes and undertakings 
when formulating public policies. 

* Utilitarianism is a 

consequentialist ethical theory 

asserting that the morality of an 

action is determined solely by its 

overall outcomes or consequences. 

Formulated in its modern form by 

the English philosopher and legal 

reformer Jeremy Bentham, the 

doctrine evaluates choices based on 

the principle of utility, which seeks 

to maximise happiness and minimise 

pain for the greatest number of 

people. Bentham introduced a 

quantitative framework known as 

the “felicific calculus”, arguing 
that pleasures and pains could 

be systematically measured to 

determine the most ethically sound 

course of action. Through this 

approach, Bentham explicitly bound 

utilitarian philosophy to practical 

social reform, establishing a rational 

and secular alternative to traditional 

theories based on divine command 

or natural rights. Born in London in 

1748, Bentham was a child prodigy 

who entered the University of Oxford 

at just 12 years old before training 

as a barrister. Although qualified 
to practise law, Bentham quickly 

abandoned the courtroom to devote 

his life to legal theory, political 

philosophy, and institutional critique. 

As an advocate for individual liberty, 

free expression, equal rights for 

women, and animal welfare, he 

applied his utilitarian principles to 

challenge the rigid legal and political 

structures of 18th-century Britain. 

Before his death in 1832, Bentham 

requested that his preserved remains 

be displayed at University College 

London (UCL), where he remains an 

enduring symbol of radical reform 

and foundational utilitarian thought. 

– Gemini 
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Analysis
BEIJING – China, which has built one 

of the world’s largest and strongest basic 
education systems spanning preschool through 
senior high, is moving to take the sector to a 
new level that will place greater emphasis on 
the well-rounded development of students.

At a national meeting held in Beijing 
on Wednesday, priorities for the next phase 
of basic education were laid out, with an 
emphasis on moral development, a health-
first approach, better allocation of educational 
resources, and closer coordination among 
schools, families and society.

In an instruction conveyed at the meeting, 
President Xi Jinping said China has treated 
basic education as a cornerstone of its broader 
education strategy, laying a solid foundation 
for its goal of becoming a leading country in 
education.

VIRTUE, HEALTH
China is home to the world’s largest basic 

education system. The country now has around 
430,000 primary and secondary schools and 
kindergartens, serving 220 million students.

In March, Education Minister Huai 
Jinpeng said China’s basic education coverage 
and key indicators had surpassed the average 
levels of upper-middle-income countries, with 
preschool and compulsory education reaching 
the averages of high-income countries.

The findings derive from an analysis 
conducted by the China National Academy 
of Educational Sciences, leveraging data 
and assessment indicators from UNESCO, 
the World Bank and the OECD. Of the 62 
indicators examined, China matched the 
average levels of high-income countries in 
28, exceeded them in 23 and came close in 
the remaining 11.

In the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), Chinese students 
have consistently ranked among the world’s 
top performers, particularly in mathematics, 
reading and science.

Despite its strong overall performance, 
concerns remain that China’s basic education 
system may still place too much emphasis on 
academic achievement and test scores, adding 
to the academic pressure faced by some 
students.

In Wednesday’s instruction, Xi called for 
fulfilling the fundamental task of fostering 
virtue through education. He also stressed a 
health-first approach and efforts to improve 
students’ physical and mental well-being.

This emphasis on a health-centered 
approach to education marks a clear shift away 
from an exam-score-driven mindset toward a 
more balanced view of student development, 
according to experts.

For schools, the policy shift means 
strengthening physical and arts education, 
practical skills training and mental health 
support, helping students build physical 
strength and develop resilience, they noted.

“We aim to build a campus filled with the 
sights of children running and the sounds of 
their laughter,” said Liu Weijun, Party chief 
of a primary school in Taizhou, east China’s 
Jiangsu Province.

FAIR SHOT
For a vast and populous country with 

regions at different levels of development, 
making quality education broadly accessible 
to children has been a major achievement of 
China’s basic education system.

Xi has stressed the need to further expand 
access to quality basic education while 
promoting fairness in education.

He has emphasized the role of education 
in promoting social equity, calling for the 
benefits of educational development to reach 
all people more broadly and equitably.

“We should give special attention to 
helping children from impoverished families 
gain access to education, break the cycle of 
poverty, and ensure that every child grows up 
with confidence and hope for the future,” Xi 
once said.

To turn that vision into reality, China 
has continued to channel more educational 
resources to under-resourced areas, working 
to narrow disparities in educational 
opportunities between urban and rural areas, 
across regions and among schools. Particular 
emphasis has been placed on improving basic 
education in remote, ethnic minority and less-
developed areas.

These efforts have produced measurable 
results. Basic balance in compulsory 
education has been achieved across all 2,895 
county-level administrative regions in China. 
Today, 97 percent of school-age children 
with disabilities are enrolled in compulsory 
education. All schools are now connected to 
the internet, allowing more rural schools to 
participate in live online classes alongside 
their urban peers.

The impact is evident in Xizang. “Through 
partnerships with schools in other regions, 
more and more students from Nagqu now 
have access to quality education,” said Ddrup 
Tsega, head of the Nagqu No. 2 Senior High 
School. He said the exchanges have helped 
improve teaching quality while creating more 
opportunities for local students.

Looking ahead, Tian Zuyin, head of 
the Ministry of Education’s Department of 
Basic Education, said China will continue 
expanding access to high-quality basic 
education, addressing challenges in education 
reform and development, and ensuring that 
more children benefit from quality education.

COORDINATED EFFORTS
In Xi’s view, basic education should be 

a shared responsibility. It requires stronger 
collaboration among schools, families and 
society to create an environment in which 
young people can grow, learn and thrive. That 
vision was reinforced in his latest instruction, 
which urged schools, families and society 
at large to work in concert to support young 
people’s development.

Across China, that vision is taking shape 

through innovative local initiatives. In the 
northeastern city of Dalian, more than 100 
primary and secondary schools have partnered 
with dozens of museums, art centers and other 
public facilities to offer immersive, hands-on 
learning experiences beyond the classroom.

This summer, the Chongqing Science and 
Technology Museum in southwest China has 
become one such learning hub. Spanning 
nearly 30,000 square meters of exhibition 
and educational space, the museum is hosting 
a wide range of science activities, offering 
students immersive opportunities to explore 
cutting-edge technologies.

“Here, children are encouraged to think 
like scientists and experiment like engineers,” 
said Zheng Ji’an, head of the museum.

Li Yi, director of the Beijing Municipal 
Education Commission, said his commission 
will continue to deepen education reform 
by better integrating resources and bringing 
together teachers and professionals from 
across society.

While schools, families and communities 
all have a role to play, Xi has stressed that 
high-quality basic education depends on a 
strong teaching workforce. “For an individual, 
having a good teacher is a blessing. For a 
school, having good teachers is a source of 
pride. And for a nation, a steady stream of 
good teachers is the foundation of its future,” 
he once said.

Echoing that belief, Xi’s latest instruction 
stressed the importance of cultivating a high-
caliber, professional teaching workforce. 
China now has 15.76 million full-time 
teachers in basic education, accounting 
for 84.3 percent of the country’s teaching 
personnel.

“Next, we will better prepare teachers 
in primary and secondary schools and 
kindergartens, with greater emphasis on 
classroom practice, interdisciplinary teaching 
and supporting students’ well-being,” said 
Song Huan, a professor at Beijing Normal 
University.                  – Xinhua

BEIJING – The People’s Bank of 
China (PBOC) yesterday announced that 
it will carry out a 500-billion-yuan one-
year medium-term lending facility (MLF) 
operation today, aiming to maintain ample 
liquidity in the country’s banking system.

The central bank said this MLF operation 

will be conducted through variable-rate 
tenders with a fixed quantity, using a 
multiple-price auction.

With a 400-billion-yuan MLF maturing 
this month, the move will see a net injection 
of 100 billion yuan, according to the central 
bank.                 – Xinhua

CHONGQING – The death toll from a 
mountain collapse in Chongqing Municipality 
has risen to 11, with 50 people still missing 
and 10 others injured, local authorities said 
yesterday.

The rainfall-induced disaster occurred at 
9:08 a.m. last Friday in Hanjia sub-district of 
Pengshui Miao and Tujia Autonomous County, 
along a section of the Wujiang River. More 
than 10 residential buildings were buried.

Repeated searches using life-detection 
equipment have found no signs of life at the 
site of the geological disaster, according to the 
on-site rescue headquarters.

Rescue work has been hampered by the 

large volume of collapsed material, massive 
boulders, limited working space and unstable 
slopes. Professional teams have deployed 
heavy machinery, drones and detection 
equipment, using controlled blasting and 
layer-by-layer excavation while guarding 
against secondary disasters.

Authorities said the latest figures were 
confirmed through on-site registration, 
household visits, public tip collection and 
cross-checking of information.

Search operations are continuing, while 
local authorities are providing assistance to 
affected families and inspecting geological 
hazards across the county.   – Xinhua

PHILADELPHIA – Chinese 
mathematicians Deng Yu and Wang Hong 
were awarded the Fields Medals at the opening 
ceremony of the 2026 International Congress of 
Mathematicians held in Philadelphia yesterday, 
marking the first time Chinese mathematicians 
have won the prestigious honor.

The other recipients of the 2026 Fields 

Medals are American John Pardon and 
Canadian Jacob Tsimerman.

The Fields Medal is a top international 
mathematics prize awarded every four years 
to two to four young researchers under the 
age of 40 in recognition of their outstanding 
mathematical achievements in existing work 
and their promise of future achievement. – AFP

China aims to elevate basic education with focus 
on virtue, health and equity

PBOC to conduct 500-billion-yuan 
MLF operation to sustain banking 

liquidity

11 dead, 50 missing after mountain 
collapse in Chongqing

Chinese mathematicians Deng Yu, 
Wang Hong awarded Fields Medals

This photo taken yesterday shows a themed installation of the 2026 APEC Digital and AI Ministerial 
Meeting in Chengdu, capital of Sichuan Province. Under the theme of “Digital Technologies and AI for 
the Empowerment of an Asia-Pacific Community”, the 2026 APEC Digital and AI Ministerial Meeting 
was held yesterday. (Story on p.7)                        – Xinhua
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BEIJING – Two optical satellites, 
Dongpo-13 and Dongpo-14, part of 
a six-satellite launch developed by 
MinoSpace and Huantian Wisdom, 
delivered high-definition remote-
sensing images just 1.5 hours after 
reaching orbit on Wednesday, 
setting a new speed record for 
China’s private satellite enterprises.

The achievement beats the 
previous benchmark of under 
two hours set in May. The faster 
turnaround highlights growing 
responsiveness and technology 
strengths in China’s commercial 
remote-sensing capabilities, said 
Chang Wujun, deputy general 
manager of satellite manufacturer 
MinoSpace.

While the technology supports 
a wide range of applications from 

agriculture and forestry to disaster 
response and urban planning, 
imaging speed remains a core 
measure of service value. Traditional 
systems often take days from tasking 
to image delivery. For emergencies 
like floods or landslides, every hour 
saved can make a critical difference 
in decision-making.

According to Chang, the 
company now uses AI-enabled 
onboard processing to identify 
targets, flag anomalies, and 
prioritize data transmission while 
still in orbit. This bypasses the 
usual bottleneck of downloading 
and processing massive raw data on 
the ground, enabling near-real-time 
intelligence for disaster monitoring, 
emergency response, and dynamic 
surveillance.                – Xinhua

CHENGDU – Vice Premier 
Zhang Guoqing said yesterday that 
China stands ready to work with 
all parties to deepen digital and AI 
practical cooperation with a view 
to generating stronger momentum 
for the building of the Asia-Pacific 
community.

Zhang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) Central 
Committee, made the remarks in 
a speech delivered at the opening 
ceremony of the 2026 APEC Digital 
and AI Ministerial Meeting held 
in Chengdu, capital of Sichuan 
Province.

Zhang said China will stay com-
mitted to innovation-driven devel-
opment, advance the AI sector’s 
technological innovation, industrial 
development and application scenar-
ios, and lead digital transformation 
in the Asia-Pacific region.

The country will advance the 
joint formulation of standards, 

rules and industrial collaboration, 
promote open-source and open 
cooperation in technology, and 
boost digital prosperity in the 
region, Zhang said.

China will also advance the 
construction of digital and AI 
infrastructure, facilitate the secure, 
orderly, and efficient flow and 
utilization of data, and deliver 
greater benefits to the people in the 
region, he added.

Meanwhile, China will 
strengthen coordination on 
development strategies, governance 
rules and technical standards, and 
work together to build a fair and 
equitable global AI governance 
system, Zhang said.

Themed “Digital Technologies 
and AI for the Empowerment of 
an Asia-Pacific Community,” the 
meeting was attended by over 170 
representatives from APEC member 
economies, the Secretariat, and 
observers.                – Xinhua

BEIJING – China is deeply 
concerned over the latest round of 
escalation in the Middle East and 
Gulf region, a foreign ministry 
spokesperson said yesterday.

Spokesperson Lin Jian made the 
remarks at a daily press briefing, 
urging the parties concerned to 
remain calm, exercise restraint, stop 
hostilities, and resume contact and 
dialogue.

The recent negotiation outcomes 

did not come easy, said Lin, urging 
the parties concerned to resolve 
disputes through political and 
diplomatic means, and strive for a 
full and lasting ceasefire at an early 
date.

China stands ready to make 
further efforts to facilitate the end 
of fighting, and work relentlessly to 
cool down the situation and restore 
peace to the region, Lin added.

– Xinhua

AI-powered Chinese private 
satellites set 1.5-hour 

orbital imaging record

China stands ready to 
deepen digital, AI practical 

cooperation with all parties: 
vice premier

China says deeply 
concerned over escalation 
of situation in Middle East, 

Gulf region
BEIJING – The economic 

and trade teams of China and the 
United States are maintaining 
close communication on specific 
arrangements regarding the 
structure, functions and operating 
model of a board of trade, a 
Ministry of Commerce (MOC) 
official said yesterday.

The two sides are also exploring 
a framework for reciprocal tariff 
reductions covering US$30 billion 
worth of products from each 

side, said Meng Huating, a MOC 
official.

Meng made the remarks at a 
press conference when responding 
to a question about progress in 
establishing a board of trade and 
a board of investment between 
China and the United States.

China is soliciting input on 
the proposed tariff reduction 
arrangements from a broad range 
of stakeholders, including domestic 
enterprises, business associations, 

local governments and business 
associations representing US-funded 
enterprises. The United States is also 
soliciting public comments on the 
board of trade and the reciprocal 
tariff reduction arrangements.

The two sides will maintain 
close communication, finalize tariff 
reduction arrangements for specific 
products as soon as possible and 
work toward their implementation 
to further expand bilateral trade, 
Meng said.              – Xinhua

China, US maintain close communication 
on board of trade arrangements

MANILA – Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi yesterday called on Britain 
to provide Chinese companies 
operating in the country with a fair, 
equitable and non-discriminatory 
business environment, and avoid 
imposing security implications on 
economic and trade issues.

Wang, also a member of the 
Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China Central Committee, 
made the remarks during his 
meeting with British Foreign 
Secretary Ed Miliband in Manila, 
the Philippines.

China and Britain, both as 
major countries and permanent 
members of the United Nations 
(UN) Security Council, share a 
relationship that transcends the 
bilateral scope and carries global 
significance, Wang said.

China takes note of the new UK 
government’s stated commitment 
to maintaining continuity and 
stability in its policy toward China, 
and hopes that Britain will adhere 
to the one-China principle and 
uphold the political foundation of 
bilateral relations, he noted.

Wang expressed China’s 
expectation to work closely with 
the new UK government through 
high-level exchanges, consolidate 
political mutual trust, deepen 
practical cooperation, and advance 
the comprehensive strategic 
partnership between the two 
countries.

He stressed the need for China 
and Britain to work together to 
transcend differences, jointly 

uphold multilateralism, support 
efforts to revitalize the central 
role of the UN, oppose unilateral 
bullying and protectionism, and 
make greater contributions to 
the cause of world peace and 
development.

Miliband, for his part, said 
that the new UK government 
places great importance on 
relations with China and will 
continue to build the long-term 
and stable comprehensive strategic 
partnership with China, which 
serves the strategic interests of 
both sides.

Britain and China, as major 
countries with significant global 
influence, should continue to 
strengthen cooperation on global 
security, health and development 

issues, he noted.
Miliband stressed that the 

UK’s longstanding position on the 
Taiwan question, adopted since 
the establishment of diplomatic 
ties between Britain and China, 
remains unchanged.

Britain is ready to enhance 
exchanges at all levels with China, 
broaden cooperation in areas such 
as climate change, and strengthen 
communication and coordination 
on multilateral platforms, so as to 
push for a long-term, sound and 
stable development of bilateral 
relations, he said.

The two sides also exchanged 
views on international and regional 
issues, including the situation in the 
Middle East and the Gulf region.

– AFP

Wang Yi urges Britain to avoid 
imposing security implications 

on economic, trade issues

BEIJING – China Coast Guard’s 
(CCG) actions to drive away two 
Philippine government vessels that 
intruded into China’s territorial 
waters off Huangyan Dao yesterday 
were professional, standard-
compliant, legitimate and lawful, 
according to a CCG spokesperson.

Jiang Lue, spokesperson for 
the CCG, said the two Philippine 

vessels had ignored China’s 
repeated dissuasion and warnings 
before intruding into the waters.

The CCG took necessary 
measures in accordance with the law, 
including tracking, intercepting and 
expelling the vessels, Jiang said.

Huangyan Dao is an inherent 
territory of China, Jiang said, 
urging the Philippines to 

immediately stop its infringing and 
provocative acts.

Jiang stressed that the CCG 
will continue to carry out law 
enforcement activities in the waters 
off Huangyan Dao in accordance 
with the law, and will resolutely 
defend the country’s territorial 
sovereignty and maritime rights 
and interests.              – Xinhua

China drives away Philippine vessels 
intruding into Huangyan Dao waters: 

spokesperson

Foreign Minister Wang Yi (right), also a member of the Political Bureau of the 
Communist Party of China Central Committee, meets with British Foreign 
Secretary Ed Miliband (left) in Manila, the Philippines, yesterday.      – Xinhua
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Abhaya Srivastava
NEW DELHI – Indian Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi vowed 
“stringent punishment” yesterday 
for anyone involved in leaking exam 
papers, a scandal that has sparked 
protests challenging his administration.

A series of irregularities has 
stoked public anger, including 
a medical entrance paper being 
leaked – forcing millions to retake 
the exam – and a failure in an online 
marking system.

The protest movement has 
evolved to include concerns over 
unemployment, opportunities for 
young people and what critics brand 
as Modi’s increasingly authoritarian 
style of governance.

In a social media post yesterday, 
Modi said that “nothing is more 
important than the welfare and 
future of our youth”, promising to 
set up fast-track courts to punish 
those involved in the leaks.

“Those who try to harm the 
future of our youth will not be 
spared,” he said.

His post did not mention 
Education Minister Dharmendra 
Pradhan, whose resignation has been 
one of the protesters’ main demands.

Modi’s promise comes as 
thousands of protesters, led by the 
social media-driven Cockroach 
Janta Party (CJP) movement, rallied 
in New Delhi this week.

The protests have become one 
of the biggest challenges for the 
Hindu-nationalist leader since his 
2024 re-election for a third term.

The CJP, which has millions 
of followers on social media, said 
yesterday they would press ahead 
with their fight “to fix the system 
and set accountability”.

“This country has seen many 
announcements of fast-track courts, 
but this is not the solution to the 
systemic issues in the education 
system,” CJP spokesman Ashutosh 
Ranka said on X.

“Modi should fix the system, 
remove Dharmendra Pradhan and 
bring accountability.”

Aarohi Singh, a 23-year-old 
protester, said her sister was one of 
those forced to retake the medical 
entrance exam but did not pass.

“After the paper leaked she was 
demoralised and broken,” she said.

To Singh, “there’s the people 
of the country on one side and the 
(education) minister on the other.”

“Why can’t the prime minister 
just sack him?”

‘Future of our youth’
The Jantar Mantar protest site in 

New Delhi has seen bouts of unrest 
and violence during the week.

Crowds spilled out on 
streets outside Jantar Mantar on 
Wednesday, triggering late-night 
clashes with police.

On Monday, protests snowballed 
after police fired tear gas and baton-
charged demonstrators as they tried 
to march to parliament.

Human Rights Watch in a statement 
yesterday urged the government 
to investigate “unnecessary and 
excessive use of force, allow peaceful 
protests, and stop suspending mobile 
internet services, which put people at 
added risk”.

At Jantar Mantar, content 
creator Kaushal Malik said he had 
joined the demonstrations despite 
his family’s concerns.

“My parents support the cause 

but don’t want me to be here 
because they are afraid for my 
safety,” Malik, 22 said.

“They’ve asked me to be careful 
and not go too close to police. 
They’ve been calling and checking 
on me, and are scared just like any 
other Indian family.”

The protest movement has been 
backed by opposition parties who have 
been disrupting parliament proceedings 
and demanding an apology from Modi 
over Monday’s police action.

“You are the one who has harmed 
the future of our youth the most,” Rahul 
Gandhi of the Congress party said on X 
yesterday, referring to Modi.

“You allowed and encouraged 
the total capture and destruction of 
our education system – and protected 
every person responsible for it.”

Engineering student Kunal 
Suryavanshi, who travelled to the 
New Delhi protest from his town in 
Madhya Pradesh state, said he had 
“come to be part of something that 
will hopefully lead to change”.

“All I have brought with me is 
hope,” the 17-year-old told AFP.

In neighbouring Bangladesh, 
students gave a call for a “torch rally” 
on Thursday to express their solidarity.

Youth-led protests in Bangladesh 
in 2024 toppled the government of 
Sheikh Hasina and led to her ouster.   
        – AFP

Volunteers distribute food at Jantar Mantar in New Delhi yesterday during the 
ongoing protest to demand the resignation of India’s Education Minister Dharmendra 
Pradhan over alleged NEET exam irregularities.                – AFP

MANILA – Foreign ministers 
from fuel-stressed Southeast Asia 
called for freedom of navigation 
in international straits yesterday as 
they wrapped a week of meetings 
largely overshadowed by the US-
Iran war.

A joint communique issued at 
the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) gathering in 
Manila also repeated calls for self-
restraint in a Middle East conflict 
that has carried economic ripple 
effects throughout the region.

Visiting US Secretary of State 
Marco Rubio this week warned 
ASEAN envoys that Iranian control 
of the Strait of Hormuz would set a 
“dangerous precedent”.

“There is a fundamental principle 
about freedom of navigation that is 
threatened,” he said.

The communique featured 

previously unused language 
targeting “freedom of navigation in 
and overflight above straits” while 
separately calling for “unimpeded” 
passage through the Strait of 
Hormuz.

The strait’s closure following the 
joint US-Israeli strikes on Iran has 
left many in the region scrambling 
to deal with energy shortages and 
price spikes, with the import-
dependent Philippines declaring a 
national emergency.

But while the communique 
alludes to energy cooperation 
among ASEAN states, no progress 
on previously announced initiatives 
like a regional energy grid or fuel-
sharing scheme has been revealed.

Southeast Asia is itself home to 
two of the world’s busiest shipping 
routes – the Strait of Malacca and 
the Strait of Singapore.      – AFP

(Left to right) Thailand’s Foreign Minister Sihasak Phuangketkeow, Russia’s ambassador to ASEAN Evgeny Zagaynov, East 
Timor’s Foreign Minister Bendito Santos Frietas, US Ambassador to ASEAN Kevin Kim, Vietnam’s Foreign Minister Le Hoai 
Trung, Philippine Foreign Secretary Theresa Lazaro, Singapore’s Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan, Australia’s Foreign 
Minister Penny Wong and Brunei’s Foreign Minister Abdul Mateen Bolkiah pose for a group photo during the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Foreign Ministers Meeting in Pasay, Metro Manila.         – AFP

Montira Rungjirajittranon
BANGKOK –  Assailants 

killed five soldiers in a shooting 
and bomb attack at a checkpoint 
in Thailand’s insurgency-hit 
south, as the government warned 
yesterday of an uptick in violence 
in the region.

Six civilians were also 
wounded in the Wednesday 
evening attack in Narathiwat 
province, one of three Muslim-
majority provinces gripped 
by a decades-long separatist 
insurgency, local officials said.

Prime Minister Anutin 
Charnvirakul yesterday condemned 
what he called a “brazen act of 
terrorism” that he said posed “a 
serious threat to national security”, 
adding that it was an “obstacle to 
peace efforts” in the region.

CCTV images broadcast by 
local media show six suspects 
dressed in black pulling up in a 
pickup truck, followed by a volley 
of gunfire. Two other suspects 
on a motorbike were also filmed 
shooting.

Five members of Task Force 
Ranger Regiment 45 “were killed 
when assailants opened fire and 
threw pipe bombs at the Bukeh 
Sami checkpoint”, the army said 
in a statement late Wednesday.

The public relations 
department of Narathiwat 
province said six civilians were 
hurt, adding that no group had 
claimed responsibility and no 
arrests have been made.

Narathiwat Governor 
Boonchuay Homyamyen visited 
the injured in hospital yesterday, 
including a 10-year-old boy who 
suffered a leg wound, the province 
said.

In another attack in Narathiwat 
province on Tuesday night, the 
army said an explosive device 
planted in a car was detonated 
in front of a local police station, 
causing minor injuries to police 
officers and property damage.

Violent incidents
A low-level conflict has 

simmered in the southernmost 
provinces of Buddhist-majority 
Thailand since 2004, killing more 
than 7,000 people, as rebels in the 
Muslim-majority region battle for 
greater autonomy.

Government spokeswoman 
Ratchada Thanadirek said the 
past two to three months had 
seen a series of violent incidents 
carried out by a “terrorist network 
seeking to instill fear among the 
public and target state officials”.

Thailand’s defence minister 
will visit the region to assess the 
situation, she said in a statement.

In a bid to end the long-
running insurgency, Thailand first 
held peace talks with the rebel 
group Barisan Revolusi Nasional 
(BRN) in 2013 under Malaysian 
mediation, with the latest round 
held in December.

In 2019, a group of Malay 
Muslim separatists threw grenades 
and opened fire on a checkpoint in 
the southernmost province of Yala, 
killing 15 people, including local 
security forces, and wounding 
five others, according to monitor 
group ACLED.

Thai authorities claimed the 
BRN was responsible, ACLED said.

Chanatip Tatiyakaroonwong, 
a human rights researcher at 
Amnesty International, told AFP 
that while attacks in Thailand’s 
deep south mostly target security 
personnel, the incident on 
Wednesday was “different in terms 
of death tolls and young civilians 
that were injured from crossfire”.

The army paid tribute to those 
killed on Wednesday, saying: 
“Their service and sacrifice will 
be remembered and honoured 
with the highest respect.”

Opposition leader Natthaphong 
Ruengpanyawut condemned 
the attack and urged the Thai 
government to address the situation 
urgently.    – AFP

Modi vows punishment for exam 
leaks fuelling India protests

5 soldiers killed 
in bomb attack in 

Thailand’s restive south

ASEAN calls for open straits as US-Iran war casts shadow
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Hiroshi Hiyama and Mathias Cena
TOKYO – More than 450 

people received hospital treatment 
for heat-related issues in a single 
day in Tokyo – the highest number 
since records began 16 years ago, 
emergency services said yesterday.

The figure was released as Japan 
sweltered in a heatwave that has 
killed at least 14 people over the 
past week.

A total 453 people had hospital 
treatment for heat-related issues 
on Wednesday, the most since 
records began in 2010, the Tokyo 
Fire Department said. Emergency 
callouts were also at the highest 
level since at least 1963.

“We are urging people to stay 
hydrated and use air conditioners,” 
a fire brigade spokesman told AFP.

The number of patients appeared 
to rise as temperatures climbed, with 
notable increases on Tuesday and 
Wednesday, the spokesman said.

In Tokyo prefecture – home 
to around 14 million people – one 
person had died in the current 
heatwave with four others in a 
critical condition and 18 in a serious 
state, he said.

Nick Estes, 35, an American 
tourist visiting the Asakusa 
area of Tokyo with his family, 
said yesterday the weather was 
“extremely hot”.

“We’ve been planning our trips 
around trying to make sure we can 
spend time in the metro to cool off, 
finding little shops to pop into to 

maybe buy a little souvenir that has 
air conditioning, doing everything 
we can to stay cool,” Estes told AFP.

“But especially with younger 
kids, it’s been absolutely brutal... 
I was here last summer, actually, 
and somehow it actually feels even 
hotter this year than it did a year 
ago.”

The Fire and Disaster 
Management Agency has dubbed 
the heatwave a “disaster”, reporting 
on Wednesday at least 14 deaths 
across the country over the previous 
week and 11,000 people seeking 

emergency medical care.

‘Disaster’
In the central region of Aichi, 

which includes Nagoya and is 
experiencing some of the most 
intense heat, 116 people were taken to 
hospital on Wednesday, officials said.

Heatstroke alerts have been 
issued for almost the whole country 
of around 125 million people.

“Temperatures have been rising 
since mid-July, and severe heat is 
expected to continue nationwide,” 
the disaster agency said.

“It is no exaggeration to call this 
extreme heat a ‘disaster’ with many 
people being rushed to hospitals or 
even dying as a result of heatstroke,” 
it said.

yesterday, at least six places 
experienced 40C temperatures or 
hotter by early afternoon, while the 
mercury rose to 39.9C in three other 
locations.

The hottest place was 
Hamamatsu in the central Shizuoka 
region at 41.1C.

It was followed by Toyota city – 
headquarters of the car giant – in the 

neighbouring Aichi region at 40.8C 
and Kuwana in Mie at 40.7C.

Japan’s highest recorded temperature 
was registered on August 5, 2025, at 
41.8C in Isesaki, north of Tokyo.

Japan introduced this year a 
new term to describe heat above 
40C called “kokushobi”, which 
translates to “cruelly hot day”.

The new term was designed to 
draw greater public attention to 
heat-related warnings, although 
it does not trigger any official 
measures nationwide.

‘Hotter and hotter’
Scientists say human-induced 

climate change is increasing the 
frequency and intensity of extreme 
heat events in Japan and elsewhere.

Japan sweltered through its 
hottest summer on record last year.

“You leave the hotel at 8.30... 
it feels as if it was noontime. And 
as the day progresses, it just gets 
hotter and hotter and hotter,” said 
Yesenia Gueta, 47, visiting from 
Los Angeles.

“Now I understand why 
(Japanese) clothing is loose, why 
they wear the umbrellas all the time. 
I mean, it is extreme. And I agree 
with that term,” Gueta said.

“Since it’s like this in mid-July, 
I wonder what’s going to happen in 
August. I’m worried,” said Japanese 
university student Nukochama, 24.

“I carry a big fan like this, 
fully charged, so I can turn it on 
anytime.”        – AFP

Children cool off in a public water playground at a park in Edogawa district of Tokyo yesterday.      – AFP

SEOUI – South Korea has 
abandoned its campaign prioritising 
pressure on the North to dismantle 
its nuclear weapons, a minister said 
yesterday, marking a fresh overture 
by Seoul’s dovish government.

President Lee Jae Myung has 
reversed the stance of his hawkish 
predecessor since taking power 
in Seoul in June 2025, offering 
nuclear-armed Pyongyang talks 
without preconditions.

The hermetic leadership of 
North Korea have yet to respond to 
his repeated offers.

But in a yesterday meeting with 
local reporters, Unification Minister 
Chung Dong-young said South 
Korea has shifted its priorities 
from disarmament, focusing 
instead on halting the expansion of 
Pyongyang’s nuclear activities.

“The government has 
effectively abandoned the previous 
administration’s denuclearisation-
first approach and its insistence on 
the prior dismantlement of North 
Korea’s nuclear programme,” he 
said according to a transcript of the 
meeting seen by AFP.

The long-term goal of 
denuclearisation remains 
unchanged, the minister said, but 
stymying new developments will be 
the administration’s focus.

“The immediate priority is to 

stop it,” he said. “Every hour that 
passes, North Korea continues to 
expand and advance its nuclear 
programme.”

Pyongyang is under widespread 
sanctions over its nuclear 
programme and is believed to 
possess dozens of warheads.

South Korea has hosted no 
nuclear weapons on its soil since 
1991, when its biggest military 
ally the United States withdrew 
stockpiles.

The North has repeatedly 
declared itself an “irreversible” 
nuclear state since a 2019 summit 
between leader Kim Jong Un and US 
President Donald Trump collapsed 
over the scope of denuclearisation 
and sanctions relief.

Earlier this month, Pyongyang 
vowed to strengthen its nuclear 
forces “both in quality and 
quantity”.

The South Korean president 
previously said that freezing 
Pyongyang’s nuclear capabilities at 
current levels by suspending new 
production and preventing nuclear 
materials being imported would 
itself be “a gain”.

The two Koreas remain 
technically at war because their 
1950-53 conflict ended with an 
armistice rather than a peace treaty.

– AFP

NEW DELHI – Floods 
triggered by torrential monsoon 
rains have killed at least 41 
people in India’s northeast Assam 
state, officials said yesterday, as 
authorities pursued rescue and 
relief operations.

Flood-related disasters are an 
annual occurrence across India 
during the monsoon months after 
the region’s long summers, with 
many parts of the country facing 
water scarcity and drought.

“We have lost 41 precious 
lives till date and thousands of 
livestock has been washed away,” 
Assam chief minister Himanta 
Biswa Sarma said in a social media 
update on the toll from monsoon 
rains that began in June.

“Cloudbursts upstream, 
coupled with localised heavy 
rainfall, 436 percent above normal, 
have led to flooding in villages that 
have not seen such devastation in 
recent history.”

Sarma said all agencies, 
including India’s airforce and 
personnel from the State Disaster 
Response Force and National 
Disaster Response Force were 
“working round the clock” on relief 
and rescue operations in Assam.

Authorities have set up almost 
150 relief camps, where close to 
30,000 people are taking shelter in 
the state, Sarma added.

The chief minister said 
900,000 people in more than 

1,800 villages had been impacted 
by the flooding.

A separate state government 
statement released late Wednesday 
said authorities were using 
“payload drones... to strengthen 
last-mile delivery of relief 
materials.”

More than 50 small boats have 
been deployed in shallow-water 
areas where state and national 
disaster teams’ boats cannot 
operate.

Indian airforce and armed forces 
also air-dropped relief materials 
to “inaccessible locations,” the 
government statement said.

Hundreds of millions of 
people in India rely on the annual 
monsoon winds to bring rains that 
sustain agriculture and industry.

Deadly weather-related 
disasters are common during 
the monsoon season from June 
till about August but experts say 
climate change, coupled with 
urbanisation, is increasing their 
frequency and severity.

Last week, at least 19 people 
were killed in flash floods and 
landslides caused by monsoon 
rains across northeastern state 
of Nagaland and also in Indian-
administered Kashmir.      – AFP

Commuters wade through a waterlogged road during heavy rainfall in Ahmedabad 
yesterday.                 – AFP

Hundreds hospitalised in Japan heatwave ‘disaster’

S Korea drops 
‘denuclearisation-!rst’ 

stance on North: minister

Floods in northeast India kill at least 41
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TEHRAN – Iran and the United 
States vowed yesterday to step up 
attacks, after Tehran’s Houthi allies 
struck Saudi shipping and sent oil 
prices soaring.

President Donald Trump said 
the United States would hold Iran 
responsible for the Houthis’ actions 
and warned both would soon receive 
a “major military punishment”.

The international oil benchmark 
Brent crude surged past US$100 
a barrel and European leaders 
expressed alarm after Yemen’s 
rebels hit oil tankers in the Red Sea.

“The situation is getting out of 
control. It is teetering on the edge of 
the unimaginable,” United Nations 
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres 
warned.

“One crisis feeds another. One 
escalation triggers the next,” he 
told a meeting of the UN Security 
Council.

European Central Bank President 
Christine Lagarde warned “the 
energy shock could intensify further” 
and push up inflation, feeding 
speculation about a September 
eurozone interest rate hike.

German Defence Minister 
Boris Pistorius, meanwhile, warned 
of “dire consequences” for oil-
importing economies and said 

“nothing –absolutely nothing – 
suggests that a ceasefire, let alone 
peace, could be reached”.

The war resumed this month 
after a ceasefire that had lasted just 
a few weeks, throwing the region 
back into chaos as Iran and the 
United States battled for control of 
the vital Strait of Hormuz.

“The armed forces’ retaliatory 
attacks will continue as long as 
the US attacks on the country’s 
infrastructure and coastal areas 
continue,” Iran’s army spokesperson 
Mohammad Akraminia said, 
according to state television.

Yemen’s Houthis joined the 
conflict this week, declaring 
a blockade of Saudi ports and 
claiming attacks on tankers.

Jordan and Kuwait both reported 
intercepting strikes as Iran’s 
military and Revolutionary Guards 
claimed to be targeting US assets in 
both countries.

Houthis step in
US Central Command reported 

its twelfth consecutive night of 
strikes, saying it aimed to “further 
degrade Iran’s ability to threaten 
civilian mariners and commercial 
vessels transiting regional waters”.

Iranian state media said 

yesterday that a US attack killed 
two people at Shalamcheh on the 
Islamic republic’s border with Iraq.

It also reported that two US 
missiles hit Bushehr, home to the 
country’s only civilian nuclear 
plant and a frequent target of 
Washington’s strikes.

The Houthis said they had 
carried out missile and drone strikes 
on two Saudi tankers in the Red 

Sea, the Encelia and the Layla, after 
declaring their blockade of Saudi 
ports.

British naval security monitor 
UKMTO said the master of a tanker 
reported being hit by an unknown 
projectile about 70 nautical miles 
southwest of Al Shuqaiq, causing a 
fire.

Saudi Arabia confirmed the 
Encelia had been struck, without 

commenting on the other tanker.
The new threat in the Red Sea 

could compound the shock of the 
Hormuz closure, endangering 
Riyadh’s ability to bypass the strait 
for some oil exports.

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
said they stopped three oil tankers 
from transiting Hormuz, as they vie 
with the US Navy for control over 
a route through which around one 
fifth of the world’s oil once passed.

On the sidelines of a Southeast 
Asian summit in Manila, US 
Secretary of State Marco Rubio said 
the Houthis had been “suckered” into 
attacking Red Sea shipping by Iran.

“The Houthis largely were smart 
and stayed out of all this throughout 
the conflict, but they now apparently 
have gotten themselves suckered 
into this, going after Saudi Arabia 
and their ships,” Rubio said.

“I hope they will de-escalate, 
because I think the Houthis, frankly, 
got snookered into this thing by the 
Iranians.”

Oman, a key mediator in the 
longstanding war between the 
Houthis and Saudi Arabia, said 
it was working to resume talks 
between the two sides, as it voiced 
“great concern” at the situation in 
the Red Sea.       – AFP

An Iranian Shiite Muslim pilgrim walks past banners of Iran’s slain supreme leader 
Ali Khamenei (left) and his son, the current supreme leader Mojtaba Khamenei 
(right), as he enters Iraq through the Shalamjah (Shalamcheh) border crossing in 
Basra province yesterday to take part in the commemorations for Arbaeen, hours 
after the crossing was targeted by a US airstrike.                – AFP

RIYADH – US President 
Donald Trump said yesterday that a 
deal with Saudi Arabia to establish 
a civilian nuclear programme would 
be contingent on the kingdom’s 
recognition of Israel, a move long 
sought by Washington but resisted 
by Riyadh.

The announcements came as the 
United States fights a war with Iran 
that began in large part over concerns 
about Tehran’s nuclear programme.

Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu said recognition by 
Saudi Arabia, a regional power and 
home to Islam’s holiest sites, would 
mark a “historic leap” forward for 
peace in the Middle East.

Saudi Arabia has resisted a 
concerted push by the US to join the so-
called Abraham Accords with Israel, 
insisting on a pathway to a Palestinian 
state before it offers recognition.

The deal announced Wednesday 
to establish a civilian nuclear 
programme in the Gulf kingdom 
“will be approved, but is totally 
subject to Saudi Arabia joining 
the very respected and successful 
Abraham Accords”, Trump said.

Should it go through, the deal 
would generate billions of US 
dollars for American companies 
and would be a major win for Saudi 
Arabia on both the economic and 
diplomatic fronts.

But with Trump’s latest announce-
ment, it was unclear whether the deal 
would ever see the light of day.

If Washington “tries to force 
normalisation on Riyadh, it’s not 
likely to work out very well”, said 
H.A. Hellyer, senior associate fellow 
at the Royal United Services Institute 
for Defence and Security Studies.

“Would Saudi decide to do a 
complete 180 on what it has declared 
for the past three years, or 30 years? 
Quite dubious,” he told AFP.

Enrichment
And if it does go through, critics 

have insisted the deal – the text of 
which was not immediately made 
public – could precipitate a nuclear 
race in a region already battered by 
war.

One provision would potentially 
see US companies build a uranium 
enrichment facility in Saudi Arabia, 
the Wall Street Journal reported.

The US Energy Department 
made no mention of such a provision 
and did not offer comment when 
asked about it by AFP, while Trump 
added in his Truth Social post that 
“there will be no enrichment of 
material!”

The deal will be submitted to 
Congress for review.

US lawmakers from both parties 
and Israeli officials have previously 
voiced opposition to such a project 
over fears Saudi Arabia could 
eventually convert it to develop 
nuclear weapons.

US Secretary of State Marco 
Rubio said that “any agreement 
that we’re going to make with any 
country in the world on civil nuclear 
energy is going to be one that will 
have safeguards in place to ensure 
that it can’t be turned into a weapons 
programme”.

Riyadh, like Tehran, has 
long been adamant about its 
right to pursue a civilian nuclear 
programme. Last year it signed a 
mutual defence pact with nuclear-
armed Pakistan.      – AFP

MANILA – Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov warned 
Washington against making 
“unacceptable” arms deliveries to 
Ukraine during a yesterday meeting 
in Manila with US counterpart 
Marco Rubio, Moscow said.

Lavrov and Rubio’s meeting on 
the sidelines of a Southeast Asian 
summit, their first since September 
2025, came as Washington’s focus 
has switched from mediating in 
Ukraine to dealing with war in the 
Middle East.

Lavrov told the US secretary 
of state “it was unacceptable to 
continue supplying weapons to the 
Kyiv regime”, the Russian foreign 
ministry said in a statement.

Following the half-hour 
meeting, Rubio told reporters the 
two men had “a good conversation, 
a frank conversation”, without 
disclosing details.

Asked about the arms deliveries 
referenced by Moscow, Rubio 
replied: “We sell weapons through 
PURL... There has been no change 
in our policy in this regard.”

Launched last year, the PURL 
initiative allows Ukraine to receive 
US equipment purchased by the 
Washington’s NATO allies.

Rubio said his government 
hoped to play a constructive role in 
bringing an end to the fighting.

“We want a peace deal. We 
want the war to end,” Rubio told 
reporters, adding it would take 
“something that both Russia and 
Ukraine can agree to”.

“That’s going to require a lot of 
work.”

Lavrov, meanwhile, reiterated 
that the Russian side was ready for 

a “political-diplomatic resolution 
to the conflict”, according to 
Moscow’s statement.

Shortly before the two men met, 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelensky said he had spoken with 
US envoys in a bid to revive stalled 
talks aimed at ending the years-
long war.

“I just spoke with President 
Trump’s envoys Steve Witkoff and 
Jared Kushner. It was a good, important 
conversation on how to reinvigorate 
diplomacy and bring peace closer,” 
Zelensky said in a post on X.

US President Donald Trump 
has voiced support for Ukraine’s 
campaign of long-range drone 
strikes targeting Russian energy 
infrastructure, saying it could “help 
bring about an end” to the conflict.

In recent months, Kyiv has 
appeared to stall Moscow’s grinding 

offensive and has substantially 
expanded its drone strikes against 
Russia, disrupting ordinary life 
there in the war’s fifth year.

Moscow has meanwhile 
escalated its deadly missile strikes 
against Kyiv, launching dozens 
of hard-to-intercept rounds as 
Ukraine struggles with depleted air 
defence stocks.

Yesterday, Russian airstrikes 
killed three people in eastern 
Ukraine, while four others were 
killed in Ukrainian attacks in 
Russia, according to authorities in 
the affected regions.

Rubio and Lavrov also 
discussed the conflict in the Middle 
East yesterday, according to the 
Russian Foreign Ministry.

Moscow has condemned 
Washington’s recent strikes on its 
Iranian ally.      – AFP

This handout picture taken and released yesterday by the Russian Foreign 
Ministry, Russia’s Foreign Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov (right) attends 
a meeting with US Secretary of State Marco Rubio (left) on the sidelines of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Foreign Ministers Meeting in 
Pasay, Metro Manila.               – AFP

US vows to punish Iran after Houthis strike tankers

Trump says Saudi nuclear deal 
contingent on recognising Israel

Russia warns US against Ukraine arms sales 
in Manila meeting
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Brussels, Belgium
BRUSSELS – The European 

Union yesterday allowed online 
platforms to scan for child sexual 
abuse material in users’ chats – but 
with an exemption for encrypted 
messaging services.

A mechanism that enabled 
online platforms and messaging 
services to voluntarily report 
abusive images lapsed on April 
3, as governments and lawmakers 
squabbled over an overhaul of the 
system.

The renewed authorisation 
will be in effect until April 
2028. The hope is that this will 
give time for the EU to agree on 
broader rules.

Some online platforms had 
used the mechanism for years 
to voluntarily report child 

sexual abuse material as well as 
“grooming” messages.

Before the mechanism lapsed in 
April, several tech firms said they 
would continue to “take voluntary 
action” and scan messages when 
necessary.

In 2022? the EU executive 
proposed making it mandatory 
for platforms to detect and report 
abusive material and grooming.

Such a move had the strong 
support of many child protection 
groups.

But the plans, nicknamed “Chat 
Control”, launched a fierce debate 
with critics arguing the changes 
would pose a threat to Europeans’ 
privacy.

Nathalie Meurens, of the 
European Child Sexual Abuse 
Legislation Advocacy Group, 

said “temporary measures cannot 
become the norm”.

She added: “The EU must now 
deliver a durable legal framework 
that puts children’s rights and 
safety first.”

“It is time for a paradigm shift 
away from the illusion of security 
provided by Big Tech’s mass 
surveillance towards what actually 
works,” said Patrick Breyer, a 
former member of the European 
Parliament and an advocate against 
child sex abuse material.

“Genuine child protection 
means targeted undercover police 
work against actual suspects (and) 
the systematic searching and 
removal of publicly accessible 
abuse material at the source,” he 
told AFP.      

 – AFP

Helen Rowe
LONDON – Britain’s new prime 

minister, Andy Burnham, announced 
a tax cut for struggling pubs, clubs 
and live music venues yesterday, his 
third major policy announcement 
in as many days designed to ease a 
cost-of-living crisis.

The 20-percent cut to business 
rates – a local tax paid by firms –
comes after he unveiled a planned 
cap on most bus fares in England 
and the removal of value added tax 
on household electricity bills.

Burnham, who took office 
on Monday, is under pressure to 
show he can deliver the revitalised 
economy Labour promised when 
it won power in July 2024 after 14 
years in opposition.

The latest tax cut is expected 
to save some 32,000 hospitality 
businesses in England around 
£1,100 (US$1,400) a year but 
ministers struggled to give full 
details of how it would be funded.

Visiting a pub in Harlow, east of 
London, Burnham said the cut was a 
“first” but “important” step.

“We’re losing pubs. Pubs need 
to know that the cavalry is coming,” 
he told broadcasters.

Ian Hoskins, owner of the Ma 
Pub Group in the northwestern city 
of Liverpool, broadly welcomed the 
announcement but told Sky News it 
remained a “drop in the ocean”.

He said the biggest help the 
government could offer would be to 
reform business rates entirely and 
ensure people had more “money in 
their pockets” for discretionary spends.

The move was “an encouraging 
first step”, added Mark Davy, chief 
executive of the Music Venue Trust.

Pubs, a quintessential cornerstone 
of British communities, are closing at 
the rate of around one a day, according 
to the British Beer and Pub Association.

Like other hospitality 
businesses, they have been hit by an 
array of increased costs including 
higher energy and labour bills.

‘Social harm’
Reductions to tax relief for vape 

shops and gambling arcades will help 
to pay for the £100-million (US$133-
million) annual cost of the measure.

“Adult gaming centres on high 
streets can often bring real harm 
to communities,” Burnham said, 

adding that vape shops “don’t add 
much to community life and cause 
other issues too”.

Businesses that caused “social 
harm” would be treated differently 
to others, he said.

The main opposition Conservative 
Party said any help was welcome but 
called on Burnham to spell out how 
he planned to pay for the measure, 
due to come into force in April 2027.

“This is the third unfunded 
spending commitment in three 
days,” Tory minister Matt Vickers 
told GB News, adding all leisure, 
hospitality, and retail businesses 
had previously had a 75-percent 
reduction in their business rates.

“They (Labour) took away the 
75 percent and now he’s telling 
them he’s giving them 20 percent 
back and he doesn’t know how he’s 
going to pay for it,” Vickers said.

Burnham succeeded unpopular 
premier Keir Starmer, ousted only 
two years after he led Labour to 
power in a landslide election victory.

Yesterday, Burnham announced 
he would “pause” a plan for 
the possible early release from 
September of up to 6,000 prisoners, 
following anger that two men 
involved in the killing of a police 
officer in 2019 would be eligible.

Chronic overcrowding of 
prisons is one of several challenges 
that the new prime minister is now 
tasked with solving as he tries to 
claw back support from the hard-
right Reform UK party before the 
next general election, due in 2029.

Burnham said earlier on X the 
business rates cut would help support 
the nation’s battered high streets, 
which have seen growing numbers 
of small businesses shuttered.

“I won’t stand by while these 
cherished local spaces disappear, 
replaced by boarded-up windows 
and ‘For Sale’ signs,” he wrote.

Football star turned pundit Gary 
Lineker was, meanwhile, among 
120 UK-based millionaires who 
penned a letter to Burnham urging 
him to tax them more.

The “Proud to Pay” letter 
organised by the Patriotic 
Millionaires UK campaign group 
claims higher taxes on top earners 
could raise some £24 billion.

“We want you to tax us. We can 
afford it,” it said.       – AFP

Britain’s Prime Minister Andy Burnham (right) speaks with locals during a visit to 
the Hare Inn in Harlow, east of London with the Chancellor John Healy (not pictured) 
yesterday.                     – AFP

Pierre Pratabuy and Jean 
Decotte

LE PORGE – Flames 
roared through crackling pine 
trees yesterday as a wildfire 
gained ground on the coast of 
southwestern France, forcing more 
than 20,000 tourists and residents 
to flee to safety.

France has been battered by 
three heatwaves since May as part 
of increasingly common extreme 
weather episodes linked to climate 
change, causing excess deaths, 
drying up rivers and fuelling 
wildfires.

The blaze in Le Porge, just 
south of Medoc wine country, had 
ripped through 3,100 hectares – an 
area four and a half times the size 
of Gibraltar – since Wednesday, 
firefighters said.

An isolated home was 
destroyed but no casualties have 
been reported, state official Sophie 
Brocas said.

The authorities said they 
had evacuated 12,000 residents 
and tourists from campsites and 
holiday lets late on Wednesday, 
then a further 8,800 from more 
camping sites yesterday.

Skies in the coastal village 
of Le Porge, near the city of 
Bordeaux, were orange early 
yesterday morning.

Wisps of smoke rose from 
charred or crackling tree trunks 
between Le Porge and the village 
of Lege-Cap-Ferret to the south, 
AFP journalists said.

Helicopters made repeated 
runs over houses with shuttered 
windows, and fire engines tore up 
and down the road.

Patrick Martineau, 69, was 
among hundreds of residents living 
on the edge of the forest who had 
to leave quickly.

“Police came banging on the 
doors of all the houses,” he said.

“It’s a bit scary,” he added.
“When we bought a home here, 

we never thought there would be a 
fire risk.”

In the neighbouring village of 
Lege-Cap-Ferret, Elke Urbain and 
her two daughters spent the night 
in a community hall after being 
evacuated.

“We were at the beach and they 
told us to go back to the campsite to 
grab our things,” said the 50-year-
old from Belgium.

“We’re not scared because 
we’re being looked after but we’re 
sad for the locals,” she added.

‘Particularly dry’
Around 700 firefighters have 

been battling the flames on land, 
while several firefighting planes 
have been dumping water from the 
sky since the blaze erupted around 
midday on Wednesday.

It then roared through the dense 
woodland, with flames soaring to 
10 metres in some areas.

Le Porge mayor Martial 
Zaninetti and a resident said the 
fire appeared to have been started 
by a brush-clearing machine.

Police were looking into an 
accident that ignited the blaze.

Bernard Roche, a 75-year-old 

former lifeguard, evacuated his 
cabin in the woods on Wednesday.

“The forest has been 
particularly dry these past few 
days,” he said.

Fires in 2022 damaged 30,000 
hectares of the same forest, 
forcing some 50,000 people to be 
evacuated.

The wildfire is just the latest in 
France in recent weeks.

In southern France, a fire in 
the area of Ponteves northeast of 
the city of Marseille had stabilised 
yesterday after ripping through 
2,500 hectares and destroying 10 
houses, officials said.

Roaring flames devastated 
a tenth of the UNESCO-listed 
Fontainebleau forest outside Paris, 
in a rare such fire so far north.

Of the 53 heatwaves recorded 
nationwide since 1947 until late 
June, half have occurred since 
2010, according to national 
weather office Meteo-France.

Scientists have long warned that 
climate change caused by human 
use of fossil fuels will make periods 
of drought more intense and longer-
lasting, creating the ideal conditions 
for wildfires.    – AFP

New UK PM announces tax 
cut for struggling pubs

EU renews online child sex abuse 
detection powers

France evacuates 20,000 as !re 
rages in pine forest

A French Civil Security Canadair CL-415 aircraft sprays water on a forest 
surrounding Cotignac, southeastern France yesterday during a wildfire.         – AFP
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NEW YORK – Venezuela’s 
ousted president Nicolás Maduro 
and his wife will go on trial in the 
United States in June 2027, a court 
ruled on Wednesday, after the US 
military captured them in a stunning 
nighttime raid in January.

The former leader, 63, and wife 
Cilia Flores have been held in a 
Brooklyn jail for more than seven 
months after pleading not guilty to 
federal drug trafficking and firearms 
charges.

American commandos snatched 
the pair from their compound in 
Caracas on January 3. The lightning 
operation combined naval, air 
and ground forces, deposing the 
strongman who had led Venezuela 
since 2013.

During a roughly 20-minute 
hearing, Judge Alvin Hellerstein 
set the trial date for June 1 next 
year following a joint request from 
prosecutors and defence counsel.

Maduro, dressed in a beige 
prison uniform and wearing glasses, 
did not speak during his third US 
court appearance other than to say 
hello to the court as he entered.

Flores, wearing the same outfit 
with her blonde hair tied back, sat 
a few feet from him with the couple 
flanked by their lawyers.

Protesters with signs reading “Free 

President Maduro” gathered outside 
the Manhattan courthouse waving 
Venezuelan flags, while opposing 
demonstrators held placards calling 
Maduro and Flores “dictators.”

Judge Hellerstein also on 
Wednesday set a November 17 
hearing devoted to defence motions, 
including a challenge to the legality 
of how Maduro and Flores were 
captured.

Maduro himself has said he was 
“kidnapped” and described himself as 
a “prisoner of war” back in January.

Since Maduro’s capture, 

Venezuela has been led by his former 
vice president Delcy Rodríguez, 
while the United States effectively 
controls the country’s oil exports, 
with proceeds going into special 
accounts overseen by Washington.

Legal battles
US prosecutors allege that 

Maduro used state power to protect 
and promote illegal drug smuggling, 
and that he allied himself with 
cartels to ship tonnes of cocaine into 
the United States.

Maduro has denied the four 

counts he faces: “narco-terrorism” 
conspiracy, cocaine importation 
conspiracy, possession of machine 
guns and destructive devices as well 
as conspiracy to possess machine 
guns and destructive devices.

Flores has similarly pleaded not 
guilty to the three counts she faces: 
cocaine importation conspiracy, 
possession of machine guns and 
destructive devices and conspiracy 
to possess machine guns and 
destructive devices.

The United States in April allowed 
Venezuela to pay for Maduro’s and 

Flores’s legal defence, something 
previously barred by US sanctions.

The couple had sought to have 
their cases dismissed on grounds 
that blocking the funding violated 
the US Constitution’s right to 
counsel of one’s choice.

Maduro also faces a civil 
case in the United States after the 
families of five young men slain in 
Venezuela alleged that he ordered 
the extrajudicial killings as part of a 
wider pattern of state violence.

The complaint filed last month 
states that Maduro had an elite 
security force called Special Action 
Forces, or FAES, execute the men 
between 2017 and 2020.

It alleges that the victims were 
among thousands killed under 
Maduro’s command by units including 
FAES, which dissolved in 2021 after 
complaints of human rights abuses 
including from the United Nations.

During his 2013-2026 presidency, 
he was accused by his opponents of 
using political repression to cling 
to power. Both of his re-elections, 
in 2018 and 2024, were rejected as 
fraudulent by several dozen countries, 
including the United States.

Maduro was expected to seek 
immunity in the civil proceedings 
as a head of state, The New York 
Times reported.          – AFP, MPD

A convoy said to be carrying ousted Venezuelan president Nicolás Maduro arrives Metropolitan Detention Center in the Brooklyn 
borough in New York City on Wednesday.          – AFP 

MEDELLÍN – Colombia 
will host an office belonging to 
US President Donald Trump’s 
“Shield of the Americas” 
initiative, the South American 
country’s rightwing president-elect 
announced this week.

The world’s largest cocaine 
producer, Colombia is currently not 
a member of the anti-cartel alliance 
made up of pro-US administrations 
across Latin America.

Under president-elect Abelardo 
de la Espriella, it is due to join the 
ranks of Trump-allied countries 
including Ecuador, Argentina and 
El Salvador.

The millionaire lawyer will 
take office on August 7 and has 
pledged to crack down on armed 
groups, partly by forging military 
partnerships with the United States 
and Israel.

He has also vowed to join the 
“Shield of the Americas” and 
said on Tuesday that Colombia 
would host an alliance office in the 
northwestern city of Medellín.

De la Espriella called the city 
“the head of the snake of drug 
trafficking and organised crime” 
in a statement to the press on 
Tuesday.

Medellín was the stronghold of 
late cocaine baron Pablo Escobar 
and became one of the most violent 
cities in the world in the 1980s 
and 1990s due to his war on the 
government.

Drug traffickers with 
links to international criminal 
organisations reportedly continue 
to operate in the city.

Ecuador said on Tuesday it 
would launch military operations 
against organised crime with 
Colombia “from the very first day” 
of De la Espriella’s term.

“We are on the verge of a change 
of government in Colombia, which 
is very favourable for us, because 
we will finally have someone to 
work with in this fight against 
organised crime,” Ecuador’s 
Interior Minister John Reimberg 
told reporters.

Ecuador has accused outgoing 
leftist leader Gustavo Petro of 
not doing enough to combat drug 
trafficking along their shared 
border.

Colombia did not participate in 
Trump’s anti-drugs initiative under 
Petro, with Brazil and Mexico also 
opting out.

Washington and Bogotá’s 
historically strong relationship 
went through a rough patch as 
the ideologically opposed leaders 
butted heads over how to deal with 
drug trafficking.

Petro was even subjected to US 
sanctions at one point, but the pair 
have mended their relationship in 
recent months.

De la Espriella won June’s 
presidential runoff by less than a 
percentage point and has vowed to 
dismantle his predecessor’s “total 
peace” strategy of negotiating with 
guerrilla groups.

He also wants to build so-called 
“mega-prisons” and use pesticides 
to eradicate coca crops.    – AFP

MEXICO CITY – A mayor in 
central Mexico was shot dead in a 
town hall, authorities reported on 
Wednesday, after the politician had 
survived a previous assassination 
attempt.

The town of Temoac is located 
in the state of Morelos, a region 
close to Mexico City where several 
drug cartels are active.

Mayor Valentín Lavin, who 

was allied to President Claudia 
Sheinbaum’s leftist party, had 
already survived an armed attack 
in January, according to local 
media reports.

Forensic experts and police 
officers located his lifeless body 
inside local government facilities, 
the state prosecutor’s office said.

An operation to arrest those 
responsible for the crime was 

underway, it added in a statement.
Almost 100 mayors have been 

murdered in Mexico since 2006, 
when drug-related violence surged, 
official figures show.

The country was particularly 
shocked by the fatal shooting of 
mayor Carlos Manzo in the state of 
Michoacán last November, during 
Day of the Dead celebrations.

– AFP

LIMA – A fire in a low-income 
neighbourhood of Lima killed 10 
people and destroyed two homes, 
Peru’s civil defence reported on 
Wednesday.

Two more people were injured, 
the INDECI civil defence institute 
wrote in a social media post.

According to relatives, five of 
the deceased were adults, and the 
other five were children.

Among the dead were “nine 
members of one family, five of 
whom are minors,” police chief 
Oscar Arriola confirmed.

An investigation “to determine 
the point of origin, the circumstances, 
and the causes of this fire” was 
underway, he told reporters.

Peruvian media reported that 
extortionists who were threatening 
local businesses started the fire.

Colonel John Luján, who is 
heading up the investigation, said 
“a possible deliberate act or a case 
of extortion” is among the possible 
causes that is being explored.

Survivor Gina Vilchez told reporters 
she was able to save herself and her 
children by escaping the dwelling.

“There are 17 of us. Ten have 
died and seven of us were saved,” 
she said, as other family members 
showed media photos and video 
of the desperate attempts to rescue 
those trapped by the flames.

Peru’s president-elect Keiko 
Fujimori visited the ruins on 
Wednesday, calling the deaths “a 
terrible massacre.”

“What people are asking for is 
order and security, and that is the 
first thing we are going to do next 
week,” Fujimori told press.   – AFP

This photo taken on Wednesday shows the scorched landscape near Albendiego, 
in the province of Guadalajara, north-east of Madrid, following a wildfire. The blaze, 
which broke out last Thursday in the nearby La Mierla area, has devastated 320 km2 
and forced the evacuation of hundreds of residents.               – AFP 

US trial of Maduro, wife set for June 2027

Colombia to host o!ce of Trump’s anti-
cartel alliance: president-elect

Mexican mayor shot dead in town hall

Fire in Peruvian capital 
Lima kills 10
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ZAGREB – A Croatian Olympic 
Committee official was arrested 
yesterday over alleged corruption, 
local media reported, the latest 
development in a graft scandal at 
the country’s ski federation.

The arrest comes as investigators 
seek the extradition of former alpine 
ski director Vedran Pavlek, who 
is currently in Kazakhstan, over 
allegations that he led a scheme 
that siphoned off nearly 30 million 
euros (US$35 million) from the 
national ski federation – a case that 
has shocked the country.

Police arrested the director 
of the committee’s Olympic 
programme Damir Segota and 
his wife, according to state-run 
HINA news agency, as local media 
photographed him being escorted 
by investigators.

His Olympic Committee office 
was also searched along with the 

office of committee secretary general 
Sinisa Krajac, HINA reported.

The anti-corruption prosecutors’ 
office confirmed in a statement that 
searches and arrests had been made, 
without revealing the identities of 
those involved. After questioning, 
the prosecutors will decide on 
further proceedings, the statement 
said without elaborating.

According to local media, 
Segota is suspected of taking 
bribes to release Olympic funds to 
the national ski federation illegally.

In March, prosecutors 
launched an investigation into six 
people, including Pavlek, who has 
remained in Kazakhstan since.

The scandal triggered the 
resignation of long-time Olympic 
Committee head Zlatko Matesa 
to allow for a “transparent 
clarification” of all issues around 
the distribution and use of public 

funds distributed by the committee.
Pavlek’s tenure marked 

Croatia’s most successful era in 
the sport when siblings Janica and 
Ivica Kostelic won 10 Olympic 
medals.

Yesterday’s operation came 
after reports that the former ski 
federation secretary general, who 
is also a suspect in the case, had 
provided details on the alleged 
crimes to prosecutors.

Sports Minister Tonci Glavina 
yesterday condemned any illegal 
conduct that may have taken place.

“It is in our absolute interest 
that everything be thoroughly 
investigated and any individuals 
found responsible be sanctioned,” 
he told reporters.

Tackling graft was a key 
condition for Croatia joining the 
European Union in 2013, but 
corruption remains endemic.  – AFP

Football

MIAMI – Luis Suarez scored 
twice and Preston Plambeck 
grabbed a late winner as Inter 
Miami, without Lionel Messi, beat 
Chicago Fire 3-2 on Wednesday 
to spoil Robert Lewandowski’s 
Major League Soccer debut.

Uruguayan veteran Suarez 
captained Miami with Messi and 
fellow Argentine Rodrigo de Paul 
missing four days after Argentina lost 
1-0 to Spain in the World Cup final.

The 37-year-old Poland striker 
Lewandowski was making his 
MLS debut having signed from 
Barcelona after they were crowned 
Spanish champions.

“After just two days with my 
new team, I didn’t expect everything 
to work perfectly in my first game,” 
said Lewandowski, who started for 
Chicago and played 63 minutes.

“I also need a bit more time, 

and I’m sure that next time we’ll 
play with fewer mistakes than 
today in defense.

“If we defend better, we can 
win this match next time,” added 
Lewandowski, a prolific goalscorer 
who also starred for Bayern Munich 
from 2014-2022 and has more than 
700 goals for club and country.

It was 20-year-old Plambeck, a 
product of Miami’s youth system, 
who emerged as the unlikely hero, 
coming off the bench to score the 
87th-minute winner.

Lewandowski had an attempt 
blocked in the 14th minute, but the 
Fire got on the board four minutes 
later through a calamitous own goal.

Miami goalkeeper Rocco Rios 
Novo, starting in place of Canada 
World Cup keeper Dayne St. Clair, 
took a swing at a routine pass back 
from Ian Fray only to miss and see 
the ball roll into the net.

Suarez levelled from the penalty 

spot in the 27th minute and put 
Miami ahead in the 51st, firing home 
after being set-up by a brilliant 
backheel from German Berterame.

Chicago’s South African Puso 
Dithejane made it 2-2 in the 67th 
minute only for Plambeck to have 
the final say by volleying home the 
rebound for his first Miami goal 
after goalkeeper Chris Brady had 
parried Suarez’s close-range shot.

The victory left Miami second 
in the Eastern Conference with 34 
points, five behind Nashville, and 
coach Guillermo Hoyos said there 
was no rush for Messi and De Paul 
to return.

“A World Cup is something 
immense, and there’s physical and 
mental wear and tear, and they 
deserve their space,” he said.

“We’ll be waiting for them 
whenever they can come back 
and are in the right condition to be 
here.”        – AFP

Luis Suárez #9 (left) of Inter Miami CF greets Robert Lewandowski #9 of Chicago Fire after the MLS match between Inter 
Miami CF and Chicago Fire FC at Nu Stadium on Wednesday in Miami, Florida.                 – AFP

Football

MIAMI – Inter Miami 
announced the signing of Brazil 
star Casemiro but Major League 
Soccer immediately said it was 
investigating allegations of 
tampering by the club over the deal.

Casemiro, who has 91 caps for 
Brazil and won five Champions 
League titles with Real Madrid, was 
a free agent after Manchester United 
opted not to renew his contract 
following a mixed four-year stint at 
the Premier League giants.

The veteran 34-year-old midfielder 
opted to join Lionel Messi and Rodrigo 
De Paul at Inter Miami, which is co-
owned by David Beckham.

“Casemiro’s arrival reflects the 
vision and ambition that define 
Inter Miami. We never settle. We’re 
always looking to grow, improve, 
and raise our standards every 
season,” said Inter Miami managing 
owner Jorge Mas.

“We’ve built a global club with 
the vision of becoming not only the 
best club in the United States, but 
also a benchmark globally.”

But just moments after the 
announcement, MLS said in its own 
statement that the North American 
soccer league was “reviewing a 
tampering allegation against Inter 
Miami CF.”

The probe concerns the MLS’s 
system of “discovery rights,” which 
must be acquired by a club before 
they can start negotiating to sign 
specific high-profile players.

Los Angeles Galaxy had held 
the discovery rights to negotiate 
with Casemiro, and is understood 
to be receiving compensation from 
Inter Miami.

“The league is gathering all 

relevant information and will refrain 
from further comment until the 
review is complete,” said the MLS.

“While Inter Miami CF and 
the LA Galaxy have reached 
a settlement for the Discovery 
Priority to sign Casemiro, the terms 
will be released upon conclusion of 
the tampering investigation.”

While other clubs have 
international marquee talent, like Los 
Angeles FC’s Son Heung-min, signing 
Casemiro consolidates Inter Miami as 
the most star-packed club in MLS.

Inter Miami won its first ever MLS 
Cup title in December, and moved into 
a brand-new stadium in April.

But the club has run into trouble 
over transfer dealings before.

In 2020, French World Cup winner 
Blaise Matuidi’s move to Inter Miami 
from Juventus triggered an MLS 
investigation that resulted in the club 
being hit with a US$2 million fine for 
breaching salary cap regulations.

The MLS last week returned from 
a World Cup mid-season break, and is 
hoping to tap into enthusiasm for soccer 
sparked by the giant tournament.

“Thanks, world, we’ll take it 
from here,” reads a recent MLS 
campaign slogan.

In a statement release by the club, 
Casemiro said he was motivated to 
sign for Inter Miami by “winning 
and continuing to grow.”

“The project the Club presented 
to me, along with the effort everyone 
made to bring me here, means a lot 
to me,” he said.

Co-owner Beckham added: “He 
is a winner who has achieved so 
much in the game and after such 
an incredible career with Real 
Madrid and Manchester United I’m 
delighted that he’s decided to make 
Miami his next home.”       – AFP

Football

London – Arsenal have signed 
Greece winger Christos Tzolis on 
“a long-term contract”, the Premier 
League champions announced 
yesterday.

No fee was disclosed but British 
media reports said the 24-year-old 
had joined the Gunners from Club 
Brugge for £34 million (US$45 
million).

Tzolis scored 43 goals in 108 
appearances for the Belgian side as 
well as providing 45 assists.

He already has experience 
of English football’s top flight, 
having joined then Premier League 
side Norwich after helping PAOK 
Thessaloniki, the club where he 
started his career, win the Greek 
Cup in May 2021.

Tzolis then had loan spells in 
the Netherlands and Germany at FC 
Twente and Fortuna Duesseldorf 

respectively before he joined 
Brugge in 2024 and went on to win 
the Belgian title with the club last 
season.

Arsenal sporting director Andrea 
Berta welcomed the arrival of 
Tzolis, capped 34 times by Greece, 
by telling the Gunners’ website: 
“We’re delighted to have completed 
the signing of Christos Tzolis.

“Christos is an extremely 
versatile attacking player who 
naturally operates on the left but is 
comfortable across the front line. 
He’s an excellent finisher with both 
feet, thrives in tight spaces, and 
possesses incredible technical ability.

“Christos has produced 
outstanding numbers in terms of goals 
and assists over the last three seasons.

“We’re confident Christos will 
make a significant contribution to 
our club, and we hope our supporters 
will enjoy watching him play in an 
Arsenal shirt,” he added.        – AFP

Croatia arrests Olympic o!cial as 
graft scandal widens

Premier League champions 
Arsenal sign Greece winger 

Tzolis from Brugge

Inter Miami signs Brazil 
veteran Casemiro but MLS 

probes deal

Messi-less Miami beat Fire 3-2 to spoil 
Lewandowski’s MLS debut
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F1

BUDAPEST – Kimi Antonelli 
heads to Budapest this weekend 
knowing he will lead the drivers’ 
world championship into F1’s 
summer break come what may, but 
fully aware that despite a 45-point 
lead he and Mercedes cannot relax.

His sixth win of the year, from his 
sixth pole position, in Belgium last 
Sunday lifted him beyond immediate 
reach and endorsed the impression 
that he has mastered the new hybrid 
era with its AI-controlled engine and 
power management.

An aggressive driving style has 
enabled him to make the best of the 
50-50 battery and engine power 
packages, and critically a need to 
manage electronic recharging and 
power deployment.

As he races through the season 
and the record books, his team-
mate George Russell, blessed 
with a smooth driving style, but 
50 points behind in third place, 
has had to regroup and refine his 
approach – as rivals Ferrari have 
steadily closed the gap.

While Antonelli fought and 
won at Spa-Francorchamps, 
Russell retired after an opening lap 
collision with former team-mate 
Lewis Hamilton and needed much 
sympathy from team boss Toto 
Wolff to regain his composure.

Wolff promised an “arm around 
his shoulder” and, perhaps more 
usefully, insisted that the team 
would not switch their focus to one 
driver in pursuit of the title.

“We’ve shown at every race so 
far that the performance is there,” 
he said. “But we haven’t converted 
enough of that potential into 
results... We’ve lost points through 
self-inflicted issues and we know 
we need to improve.”

He added that he did not want 
to see the drivers losing “time with 
each other. We don’t want any yo-
yoing and then to have a Ferrari 
or a Red Bull breathing down our 
necks and lose a victory.”

This, he explained, meant 
Mercedes would “never take a 
victory away” from either driver 
regardless of it being “Kimi or 
George who was ahead.”

Wolff bats away Ferrari 
interest

Wolff also took a swipe at 
reports suggesting Ferrari were 
interested in recruiting Antonelli 
as their first Italian driver since 
Giancarlo Fisichella in 2009.

“We’re aware,” he said. “But 
Kimi has been a Mercedes driver 
since he was 11 – Ferrari should 
have done the job six or seven 
years ago.”

On track, Ferrari will be a threat 

at the slow, twisty and technical 
Hungaroring this weekend where 
Hamilton seeks to equal his own 
record – set at Silverstone – of nine 
wins at a single circuit.

Last year, he qualified and 
finished 12th while Antonelli 
was 10th, both struggling during 
difficult spells of form that they 
have dispelled this season.

Hamilton’s Ferrari team-mate 
Charles Leclerc took pole and fin-
ished fourth behind world champion 
Lando Norris, his McLaren team-
mate Oscar Piastri and Russell.

That and recent form suggests 
McLaren may challenge for 
another win with Red Bull in close 
pursuit, four-time champion Max 
Verstappen having finished a strong 
third in Belgium, but it is hard to 
see beyond Antonelli and Hamilton 
vying for victory this Sunday.

Behind them, at the back of the 
field, the well-funded and hugely-
disappointing Aston Martin team 
– with just one point scored this 
year – are set to introduce a major 
upgrade package from design chief 
Adrian Newey in a bid to rescue 
their season.

A revised power package from 
Honda is not due until the Dutch 
Grand Prix and the future of two-
time champion Fernando Alonso 
may depend on the success of both 
in the coming weeks.            – AFP

Mercedes expect Hungary challenge 
from Hamilton and Ferrari

Haas F1 Team’s British driver Oliver Bearman (left) and Red Bull Racing’s French driver Isack Hadjar (right) attend a press 

conference ahead of the Formula One Hungarian Grand Prix at the Hungaroring circuit in Mogyorod near Budapest, Hungary, 

yesterday.                        – AFP

Football

BERLIN – Jurgen Klopp is 
widely expected to formally take 
over as the new head coach of the 
German men’s national football 
team, with the German Football 
Association (DFB) calling a press 
conference for today.

Klopp, famed for his success 
during stints as coach at Borussia 
Dortmund and especially 
Liverpool, has been in talks 
with the DFB about trying to 
lead Germany – long a football 
powerhouse – back to prominence.

Yesterday, the DFB invited the 
media to a press conference this 
morning at 11am (5 pm Macau 
time) at its Frankfurt headquarters, 
without specifying the topic.

That is because the DFB’s 
governing bodies have not yet met 
to formally approve the deal with 
Klopp, according to reports from 
AFP’s sports subsidiary SID.

Klopp, 59, is among the most 
decorated football coaches of his 
generation and is expected to sign 
a contract with Germany that runs 
until 2030, the date of the next 
World Cup.

Since 2025, Klopp has been 
under contract with Austrian 
energy drink maker Red Bull as 
“Head of Global Soccer”, where 
he oversees the football clubs 
affiliated with the company such 
as RB Leipzig, Red Bull Salzburg 
and the New York Red Bulls.

According to German media 
reports Red Bull will release Klopp 
from his deal without a transfer 
fee, instead accepting a million-
euro (US$1.1 million) donation 
to Red Bull’s Wings for Life 
charity foundation, which supports 
research into spinal cord injuries.

The DFB dismissed former 
head coach Julian Nagelsmann 
after Germany crashed out of 
this summer’s World Cup in 
disappointing fashion, losing to 
Paraguay on penalties in the round 
of 32.

That means the German men’s 
team has suffered three straight 
World Cup debacles since winning 
their fourth title in 2014.

Germany made first-round 
exits in both 2018 and 2022. They 
have won just one knockout match 
at the past five major tournaments, 
reaching the quarter-finals as hosts 

at Euro 2024.
Klopp had successful coaching 

tenures at German clubs Mainz – 
where he was a player for more 
than a decade – and Dortmund.

He then became a legend at 
Liverpool, where he coached 
the English side to a league 
title in 2020 – ending a 30-year 
drought. He also led the club to a 
Champions League triumph, their 
sixth European crown.

Citing fatigue, Klopp stepped 
down from the Liverpool job in 
2024.       – AFP

LONDON – Norway’s 
football chief told The 
Times they are set to make a 

formal complaint to FIFA over the 
suspension of Folarin Balogun’s 
World Cup ban because it has put 
“the whole game at risk”.

Lise Klaveness, the president of 
the Norwegian Football Federation 
(NFF), says she will seek the backing 
of her board at a meeting on August 
6 to lodge the complaint with FIFA’s 
ethics committee over an incident 
that “should not have happened”.

Klaveness told AFP the intention 
is to “include the Balogun affair” 
in a complaint already filed by the 
NFF over FIFA president Gianni 
Infantino awarding football’s 
governing body’s inaugural Peace 
Prize to US President Donald 
Trump, which was widely ridiculed.

“I will bring it to a board meeting 
and discuss with my board, and then 
we do it,” Klaveness told The Times 
in an interview published yesterday.

“To me, it should be in the same 
sphere of ethical complaint.”

Trump’s involvement in 
the Balogun affair sparked the 
controversy.

Balogun’s red card in the last-32 
win over Bosnia and Herzegovina 
resulted in an automatic suspension 
for the match with Belgium.

But FIFA stepped in and sus-
pended his ban, leading to wide-
spread condemnation, especially 
when it emerged that Trump had 
intervened by phoning Infantino.

Belgium appeared inspired by the 
row and thrashed the co-hosts 4-1.

“When you bend a rule like this, 
you’re on a slippery slope that will 
put the whole game at risk,” said 
Klaveness.

“It is a worry for the game when 
you compromise fundamental rules 
of the game.

“First of all, it should not have hap-
pened. It is very important now to have 
honest communication around it.

“We all know that this verdict was 
influenced from external forces and 
did not have the proper process.”

“We need our leader in FIFA to 
say that this was an error,” she added.

‘Under the carpet’
Klaveness, a former Norway 

international who has been head of 
the NFF since 2022, said bending 
over for a head of state was a 
dangerous precedent.

“If you start to adapt in such 
a way towards state leaders and 
state politics, you will move your 
behaviour and the organisation’s 
behaviour, and also the red line of 
what states’ leaders should interfere 
with,” she said.

“And that happened.”
Klaveness was unimpressed too 

that, according to The Times, the 
decision to suspend the ban had 
been taken solely by the chairman 
of FIFA’s disciplinary committee, 
Mohammad al-Kamali, who did not 
consult the other members.

“When you make controversial 
decisions, and when there has been 
an external, very powerful voice in 
your ear, it’s very important that 
you have more voices (making the 
decision),” she said.

“And if you don’t, it’s a mistake.”
Klaveness said the issue could not 

just be laid to rest and forgotten about.
“To try to sweep this under 

the carpet now will not fly,” the 
45-year-old lawyer said.

“Too many felt this... coaches, 
players, fans... that this was too 
close to the game.”

Klaveness, who says she is not 
a contender to take on Infantino in 
the presidential election next year, 
is equally critical of the proposal by 
South America to increase the finals 
from 48 to 64 teams.

Norway enjoyed a successful 
return to the finals after a 28-year 
hiatus, losing to England in the 
quarter-finals.

“Smaller nations like ourselves, 
that haven’t been there for 20 
years, showed the World Cup could 
be extended to 48 teams,” said 
Klaveness.

“It’s not in football’s interest, or 
even reasonable, to now start to talk 
about 64 teams – 48 teams was a big 
change.

“If you bring the discussion now 
to 64, and powerful people say it, 
you will create distrust.

“The World Cup should not 
interfere with the domestic leagues, 
or the confederations, more than it 
does today.”                     – AFP

Norway set to make formal 
complaint to FIFA over 
Balogun red card saga

Klopp expected to be named new Germany coach today
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Paula Ramon
SAN DIEGO – Comic book fans 

returned to San Diego, California, 
yesterday for the latest Comic-Con, 
with many convention-goers buzzing 
about this year’s return of Marvel.

The studio skipped last year’s 
event, but will be back at the coveted 
Hall H tomorrow to promote 
“Avengers: Doomsday,” which is 
slated to premiere in December.

Under the Russo brothers’ 
direction, the latest superhero flick 
will pick up where 2019’s “Endgame” 
left off, bringing together heroes and 
villains from X-Men, the Avengers, 
Black Panther and the Fantastic Four 
to duke it out once more.

The last time Marvel was in Hall 
H, they stunned more than 6,000 
attendees by announcing Oscar-
winning actor Robert Downey Jr. 
would return to the Marvel Cinematic 
Universe – or MCU as breathless 
fans call it – not as Iron Man, but as 
the villainous Doctor Doom.

DC Studios will also grace Hall H 

to preview its HBO series “Lanterns,” 
starring Kyle Chandler and Aaron 
Pierre as small-town Nebraska 
detectives, which debuts August 16.

The flesh-and-blood narrative 
offers a new take on 2011’s “Green 
Lantern,” a Ryan Reynolds-led 
space adventure movie.

Sneak peeks
Since the pop culture festival began 

in 1970, it has grown into a major 
event, with thousands of sometimes-
costumed fans gathering in San Diego 
to buy memorabilia, see their idols and 
celebrate beloved stories.

Mexican director Guillermo 
del Toro will mark the 20th 
anniversary of Oscar-winning 
“Pan’s Labyrinth” today.

Crew members from “Star 
Trek” will also land in San Diego 
tomorrow, to commemorate six 
decades of exploring the far reaches 
of the universe.

“That’s what I’m most excited 
about,” local fan Reyna Villalobos 

told AFP.
“They told me there will be 

actors from across the franchise and 
I think that’s incredible.”

Studios line up to showcase 
their best and newest offerings at 
Comic-Con, with dozens of panels 
to entertain fans.

In addition to promo for Emmy-
nominated horror comedy “Widow’s 
Bay,” Apple TV is expected to 
offer a glimpse of upcoming films 
“Mayday,” starring Ryan Reynolds 
and Kenneth Branagh, and 
“Matchbox: The Movie,” with John 
Cena and Jessica Biel.

Today, fans will see the hotly 
anticipated preview for “Spaceballs: 
The New One,” a long-awaited 
sequel to Mel Brooks’s legendary 
space comedy.

Weeks before its opening in Los 
Angeles, the Lucas Museum will be 
on hand to share new details about 
its exhibits.

Comic-Con runs through 
Sunday, July 26.      – AFP

Comic-Con kicks off with Marvel’s return

Cosplayers dressed as Marvel characters pose outside the Convention Centre during 
San Diego Comic-Con International in San Diego, California, on Wednesday.      – AFP 

Seema Sinha
MUMBAI – From fireballs 

to gunfights, Bollywood special 
effects master Vishal Tyagi is going 
the old-fashioned way to create 
cinematic chaos in a way he says AI 
simply cannot.

The tanker explosion climax in 
his latest blockbuster action film 
“Dhurandhar 2” used 500 litres 
of petrol along with explosives 
in a carefully orchestrated stunt 
involving star Ranveer Singh.

“The fragments and fires were 
100 percent real,” Tyagi, 48, told 
AFP in a recent interview.

The sequence reflects a growing 
trend among Indian filmmakers to 
deploy special effects, looking to 
deliver the type of authenticity that 
computer-generated imagery often 
cannot replicate.

To create the explosion, Tyagi’s 
team used a real train as a base, 
constructing the tanker with acrylic 
panels mounted on a metal frame.

“Because acrylic melts into the 
air, that’s why we see fragments 
flying,” Tyagi said.

“Sometimes, to give a real look, 
we have to use something artificial.”

Also an arms specialist, the 
shelves at Tyagi’s warehouse in a 
Mumbai suburb are stacked with AK-
47s, sniper rifles and rocket launchers, 

which he supplies as props for movie 
sets in India and abroad.

His company has worked on 
productions including Oscar-
winning “Slumdog Millionaire”, 
“Zero Dark Thirty”, Netflix hit 
“Extraction”, Salman Khan’s 
“Tiger” franchise and Shah Rukh 
Khan’s “Pathaan” and “Jawan”.

‘No threat’ from AI
“Our core expertise lies in 

executing real, controlled effects, from 
firearms to large-scale explosions,” 
said Tyagi, showing burn scars on his 
hand from a recent shoot.

Tyagi inherited the profession 
and the passion for it from his father 
Mahendra Tyagi, who moved to 
Mumbai from Uttar Pradesh state in 
the 1970s.

Starting with small acting roles, the 
elder Tyagi gradually set up a business 
supplying prop guns to the industry.

As a child, his son spent his days 
surrounded by guns and explosives 
on movie sets.

“I was always excited about new 
guns and how they operated. There 
was nothing else that I wanted to 
do,” said Vishal Tyagi.

His father later died in a studio 
fire, but Tyagi was not deterred.

“I wanted to pursue this career 
in the correct manner,” he said.

“A lot of times I don’t get paid as 
much as the work deserves because 
some filmmakers don’t have that kind 
of budget, but I never compromise 
on quality. It’s my passion.”

Despite rapid advances in AI, 
Tyagi says technology cannot 
replace practical special effects.

“AI is not creating anything 
new. It will show you only what you 
feed into the system, so there is no 
threat,” he said.

“We are dealing with nature. 
Fire is nature. Smoke is nature. 
Rain is nature. Technology cannot 
compete with nature because nature 
is unpredictable.”

‘Always on gas’
For Tyagi, that unpredictability is 

what audiences appreciate on screen.
The biggest challenge, he says, 

is that Bollywood often expects 
special effects crews to deliver 
Hollywood-scale results with only a 
fraction of the preparation.

He points to the explosion scene 
in the James Bond film “Spectre”, 
which took weeks of planning and 
testing before cameras rolled.

“We don’t get that kind of time here,” 
he said. “Here we are always on gas.”

His crew follows strict safety 
protocols, with restrictions on mobile 
phones and walkie-talkies that can 
trigger detonations, but risks remain.

Tyagi recalled a recent accident 
on a set in Chennai in which one 
worker was killed when diesel tanks 
exploded.

And on the set of Shah Rukh’s 
upcoming flick “King”, where 
Tyagi was injured while executing 
a scene involving 1,200 litres of 
petrol, he said heat from the massive 
explosion burned his hand despite 
precautions.

“I should have left the spot, 
but I waited until the whole blast 
was over so that the shot didn’t get 
ruined,” he said.

“Every day is a learning 
process.”      – AFP

Bollywood blast master keeps it real with fire & fury

Bollywood’s leading special effects expert Vishal Tyagi speaks during an interview 
with AFP at his warehouse in Mumbai on July 1, 2026. Also an arms specialist, the 
shelves at Tyagi’s warehouse in a Mumbai suburb are stacked with AK-47s, sniper 
rifles and rocket launchers, which he supplies as props for movie sets in India and 
abroad.                   – AFP 

Raziye Akkoc
BRUSSELS – The European 

Union on Wednesday gave the con-
ditional green light for Paramount 
Skydance’s US$110 billion take-
over of Warner Bros. Discovery.

After there were concerns 
about the deal’s impact on film 
distribution in Europe, Brussels 
said Paramount must terminate 
its stake in United International 
Pictures – a joint venture with 
Universal – in the European 
Economic Area (EEA), which 
includes 27 EU states.

European regulators said in a 
statement that for a period of 10 
years, Paramount should also not 
directly or indirectly “enter into 
any agreement or understanding 
with Universal to jointly co-
distribute films in the EEA”.

The EU said it did not have 
fears about the deal’s impact on 
film production because enough 
studios remain as competitors 
in Europe, pointing to major US 
players like Disney, smaller US 
ones like Amazon MGM, and 
European studios.

“These commitments fully 
address the competition concerns 
identified by the [European] 
Commission by ensuring that the 
films of the merged entity will not 
be distributed jointly with those of 
Universal or Disney,” the EU said.

“Under the supervision of 
the commission, an independent 
trustee will monitor their 
implementation,” it added.

Paramount’s bid still faces 
hurdles across the Atlantic after a 
federal judge in California ordered 
the companies to temporarily 
pause their merger this week.

Eyes on US courts
The takeover saga has been 

a drama worthy of a Hollywood 
film itself.

Netflix abandoned its effort 
to buy Warner Bros. Discovery in 
February after Paramount Skydance 
won a tense bidding war.

The combined company 
would control a vast array of 
assets, including CNN, Warner 
Bros. Pictures and the HBO Max 
streaming service.

Politics has been part of the 
drama from the beginning as 
US President Donald Trump has 
made it clear he is interested in 
what the merger will mean for 
broadcaster CNN, which often 
draws his ire.

The US judge’s order on 
Monday came after 12 states led 
by California sued to block the 
deal after the justice department 
last month approved the merger.

Washington’s green light was 
not a surprise for many since 
Paramount CEO David Ellison is 
the son of Oracle co-founder Larry 
Ellison, a close ally of Trump.

There will be a US hearing on 
August 3 regarding a preliminary 
injunction, which would prevent 
the transaction being closed 
before a final decision.       – AFP

EU conditionally clears 
Paramount bid for Warner Bros.
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STALWART COMPANIAN 
A man sits on his donkey as he transports straw on a hot day near Bizerte on Tuesday. Tunisia 
has been experiencing a heatwave for over a week, with temperatures exceeding 48 degrees 
Celsius as people endure the ordeal of daily water and electricity cuts.             – AFP

BIRD SILHOUETTE 
The silhouette of a bird perched atop the Francisco Morazán Statue is seen at dawn at the 
square named after the Central American leader in the Historic Centre in San Salvador on 
Wednesday. Morazán was a 19th-century Honduran military leader and politician who served 
as president of the Federal Republic of Central America and is remembered as a key figure in 
Central American history.                  – AFP

FRENCH CONFLAGRATION 
Firefighters monitor a wildfire in Le Porge, south-western France, on Wednesday. A fast-
moving wildfire has burned 9 km2 north of Arcachon Bay in southwestern France, forcing the 
evacuation of more than 4,000 residents and tourists. The blaze, described by firefighters as 
exceptionally intense, spread sixfold in less than three hours through dense pine forests. The 
area was previously devastated by major wildfires in 2022.                 – AFP
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RED DEVIL
A member of the British Army parachute display team, the Red Devils, takes part in a cololurful 
display on the opening day of the Farnborough International Airshow 2026 in Farnborough, 
south-west of London, on Monday.                     – AFP

ANDRELANINE JUNKIES 
Thrill-seekers enjoy the brand-new BalancAIR, a giant swing at the top of the Grand 
Chamossaire peak, above Villars-sur-Ollon, western Switzerland, on Monday. Inaugurated at 
the beginning of the month, the swing is the latest initiative by Alpine resorts to attract visitors in 
summer and make their ski lifts profitable, as snowfall is becoming increasingly unreliable due to 
climate change.                          – AFP

DOVES OF PEACE 
A Palestinian boy holds a cage with his pigeons in front of the ruins of his family’s home, 
demolished by Israeli security forces in the village of Nahalin, southwest of Bethlehem in the 
Israeli-occupied West Bank, on Wednesday. Since the start of the Gaza war in October 2023, 
violence has escalated in the West Bank.                     – AFP
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