
10,000 bodies under rubble: Gaza civil defence 
The director of the civil defence in the 
Gaza Strip Brigadier General Raed al-
Dahshan said that the continued ban 
on the entry of heavy machinery and 
equipment is preventing the recovery 
of approximately 10,000 bodies still 
buried under the rubble.
In a press statement yesterday, he 
confirmed that the civil defence has only 
managed to recover about 350 bodies 
so far, while thousands remain trapped 
beneath the debris. He emphasised 
that most of the bodies are known to 
their families, and that what is often 
recovered are merely skeletal remains 
due to the passage of time and the 
diff iculty of rapid access. (QNA)
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HE the Minister of Education and Higher Education, Lolwah bint Rashid bin Mohammed AlKhater, paid 
an inspection visit to the Audio Education Complex. She was accompanied by Dr Hareb Mohamed 
al-Jabri, Assistant Undersecretary for Higher Education Affairs. The visit was attended by Dr Khaled 
al-Hurr, president of the Community College; Dr Salem Al-Nuaimi, president of  University of Doha for 
Science and Technology; and Fatima al-Saadi, director of the Department of Special Education and 
Inclusive Education. Page 12

Minister visits Audio Education Complex

QU research develops eco-friendly innovation for food security in Qatar
By Joseph Varghese
Staff  Reporter

A research team from Qatar 
University (QU) that has 
developed  an eco-friendly 

solution for food security, main-
tains that it can prevent fungal 
pests in post-harvest crops in Qa-
tar and beyond.

Prof Mohammed Abu-Dieyeh, 
professor of Biological Sciences 
and Dr Iman Saleh, lecturer of 
Biological Sciences Department 
of Biological and Environmen-
tal Sciences, College of Arts and 
Sciences, QU, have proposed that 
a water-soluble leaf ethanolic of 
Prosopis julifl ora tree can be used 
as a preventive coating instead of 
chemical pesticides and fungi-
cides for post-harvest fruits. 

The researchers in the latest edi-

tion of the QU research magazine 
point out that Prosopis julifl ora is a 
short tree, native to Mexico, South 
America, and the Caribbean and 
found in Qatar as it was introduced 
in the 1950s as a soil stabiliser and 
for greening purposes. 

The researchers claim that the 
leaves of this plant can be used to 

prepare an extract that can serve 
as a bio-controller or natural anti-
spoiling agent.

According to them, this re-
search can provide a solution to 
the worldwide agricultural prob-
lem and solve a major food secu-
rity problem. Agricultural indus-
try is a growing sector in Qatar 

but many challenges hinder the 
cultivation of local fresh produce, 
including high summer tempera-
tures and water scarcity. 

They note that post-harvest 
diseases impact both locally pro-
duced fruits and vegetables, as 
well as imported ones, especially 
during storage. These diseases are 
primarily caused by fungal and 
bacterial pathogens and the pro-
posed extract can solve this issue. 

According to Prof Abu-Dieyeh, 
the ethanolic extract from Prosopis 
julifl ora leaves is prepared by incu-
bating leaf powder in 70% ethanol 
at 45C with shaking at 50 cycles per 
minute for 48 hours. The superna-
tant contains all active phytochemi-
cals, which are collected as a powdery 
or gummy material after the solvent 
has evaporated. The ethanolic crude 
extract is typically re-suspended in 
sterile distilled water to create stock 

solutions. Only the water-soluble 
portion is usually sterilised for use in 
further investigations. 

In vitro analysis of the extract 
showed solid results on the effi  -
cacy of it against a wide range of 
pathogenic microorganisms. The 
results were supported by fruit 
bioassay results during which the 
extract was explored as an alter-
native biological controller. 

Artifi cially inoculated tomato 
and mango samples were complete-
ly protected from the disease caused 
by fungi that were inhibited by the 
extract in the laboratory tests. 

Spraying cucumber samples 
with 8mg/ml of the extract ex-
tended cucumber shelf-life at 22C 
by 77% and maintained samples’ 
acceptable quality for three weeks 
of storage at 8C. 

Penicillium italicum, one of the 
main citrus fruits spoiling agents, 

was 100% cured in lemons and pre-
vented in oranges when fruits are 
treated with this extract. Penicil-
lium digitatum infection was also 
controlled by the extract. The ex-
tract also showed success as a coat-
ing material to maintain lemons and 
oranges storage parameters at 4C. 

The eff ectiveness the extract 
against post-harvest phytopatho-
gens opens doors for the applica-
tion of this natural product as a re-
placement for chemical pesticides 
and to manage the invasive plant 
via utilisation. The researchers 
have already applied for the pat-
ent and suggest that the extract is 
ready to be taken to the next stage 
as an antifungal agricultural solu-
tion in the current development 
status for large-scale in-fi eld trials. 
It can also be used as an antifungal 
storage coating material for large-
scale storage preservation trials.

The QU research team.

Web Summit Qatar 2026 to spotlight 
culture, investment and innovation
By Joey Aguilar
Doha

Qatar Museums Chair-
person HE Sheikha Al 
Mayassa bint Hamad bin 

Khalifa al-Thani is expected to 
be among the key Qatari voices 
at Web Summit Qatar 2026, 
highlighting the growing role of 
culture and creativity in global 
technology conversations as the 
event returns to the Doha Exhi-
bition and Convention Centre 
from February 1-4. 

HE Sheikha Al Mayassa’s 
presence signals that Web Sum-
mit Qatar continues to position 
itself as more than a technology 
conference, blending culture, 
creativity and innovation into 
the broader digital agenda.

A strong investment and pol-
icy dimension is also expected, 
led by Invest Qatar CEO Sheikh 
Ali Alwaleed al-Thani. During 
Web Summit Qatar 2025, Invest 
Qatar participated in sessions 
and side events that promoted 
Qatar as a destination for global 
startups and investors. 

In 2026, Sheikh Ali Alwaleed 
is likely to expound on Qatar’s 
investment climate, venture 
capital opportunities across 
the GCC, and the mechanisms 
supporting startup funding 
and scale-up from Qatar into 
international markets.

Local founders who featured 
in the previous edition are also 

set to return to the stage, in-
cluding Snoonu founder and 
CEO Hamad al-Hajri. He fi gured 
among the most closely watched 
Qatari entrepreneurs in 2025, 
when homegrown platforms 
were highlighted as proof of the 
country’s fast-maturing startup 
ecosystem. 

Urban Point CEO Saif Qazi 
and Skipcash founder Moham-
med al-Delaimi are expected 
to share insights from the dig-
ital services and fi ntech sectors. 
In 2025, panels featuring local 
founders focused on customer 
acquisition, regulation and re-
gional expansion.

Abdulaziz bin Nasser bin 
Mubarak al-Khalifa, Secretary-
General of the National Planning 
Council; and Mohammed Abdul-
salam al-Emadi, executive direc-
tor of Investment and Incubation 
at Qatar Development Bank; will 
also headline the speakers.

Both institutions were actively 
engaged in Web Summit Qatar 
2025, where discussions centred 
on economic diversifi cation, in-
cubation programmes and pub-
lic–private collaboration. 

With expertise in talent de-

velopment and innovation edu-
cation, Khalifa Alyafei, CEO of 
the Qatar Finance and Business 
Academy; and Sylia Khecheni, 
head of Innovation and Entre-
preneurship at the University of 
Doha for Science and Technol-
ogy; are likely to revisit skills 
development, entrepreneurship 
training, and the role of academia 
in feeding the startup ecosystem, 
topics that gained momentum 
during last year’s summit.

From the corporate and pub-
lic-sector side, Najla Ibrahim al-
Mutawa, executive vice-pres-
ident of Strategy and Business 
Development at QNB Group; 
and Eman al-Kuwari, director of 
Digital Innovation at the Min-
istry of Communications and 
Information Technology; are ex-
pected to speak on digital trans-
formation, corporate innovation 
and the government’s role in 
enabling emerging technologies.

Adding a creator-economy 
dimension is Haneen Alsaify, a 
content creator, chemical engi-
neer and entrepreneur, refl ecting 
Web Summit Qatar’s continued 
expansion into digital infl uence 
and online entrepreneurship, an 
area that attracted strong en-
gagement during the 2025 edi-
tion.

The third edition of Web 
Summit Qatar is witnessing a 
strong demand for participation 
and expected to attract around 
30,000 participants from over 
120 countries, organisers said.

Qatar expresses deep
regret over embassy
building damage
in Kyiv shelling
QNA
Doha

Qatar yesterday expressed 
deep regret over the dam-
age sustained by its em-

bassy building as a result of the 
shelling of Ukraine’s capital Kyiv 
on Thursday night, affi  rming that 
no diplomats or embassy staff  
were harmed.

The Ministry of Foreign Aff airs 
stressed in a statement yesterday 
the importance of sparing embas-
sies, diplomatic missions, head-
quarters of international organi-
sation and civilian facilities from 
the repercussions of crises, and to 
protect its members in line with 
international law.

The ministry renewed Qatar’s 
fi rm position calling for a reso-
lution to the Russian-Ukrainian 
crisis through peaceful means, in 
line with the principles of inter-
national law and the UN Charter. 
It also expressed Qatar’s backing 
for all international eff orts aimed 
at de-escalation.

Speaking of the attack Ukraine 
President Volodymyr Zelensky yes-
terday said that “a building of the 
embassy of Qatar was damaged on 
Thursday night by a Russian drone”. 

The attack also damaged 20 
residential buildings in Kyiv and 
its suburbs.

British Defence Secretary John Healey visits the site of a Russian drone 
strike on a residential building in Kyiv, yesterday.

Diplomats, embassy staff unharmed

A Palestinian girl puts her salvaged belongings into a pink backpack 
in the Bureij camp in the central Gaza Strip yesterday following 
Israeli attacks. Gaza’s civil defence agency said Israeli attacks in the 
Palestinian territory killed at least 13 people. Page 4

Kuwait expresses regret

Kuwait yesterday expressed its deep regret over the damage sustained 
by the Qatari embassy building as a result of the shelling that targeted 
the Ukrainian capital, Kyiv, last night. The Kuwaiti Ministry of Foreign 
Aff airs reiterated Kuwait’s principled and unwavering stance calling for 
the resolution of crises through dialogue, adherence to the diplomatic 
track, and support for all international eff orts aimed at resolving the 
crisis peacefully and in accordance with international law and the 
Charter of the United Nations. The ministry also emphasised the 
importance of adhering to the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic 
Relations, particularly regarding the necessity of providing the 
necessary protection for diplomatic missions, their members, and 
their premises, and ensuring they are not exposed to the dangers of 
armed conflict, thus guaranteeing respect for international law and the 
obligations of host countries towards foreign missions. (QNA)



By A Staff  Reporter
Doha

A recent medical study has 
revealed that Vitamin D 
defi ciency is considered 

one of the most prominent health 
challenges facing children and 
adolescents in Qatar, with ado-
lescents, particularly girls, bear-
ing the greatest burden of this 
problem. 

The study, published in Qatar 
Medical Journal issued by Ha-
mad Bin Khalifa University Press, 
showed that Vitamin D defi ciency 
is no longer an individual issue 
linked to simple behaviour. 

Rather, it is a multifactorial 
public health concern infl uenced 
by age-related and biological 
factors, lifestyle patterns, and 
cultural and social factors, de-
spite Qatar’s abundant sunshine 
year-round. The study, titled 
‘Prevalence and selected pre-
dictors of Vitamin D defi ciency 
among children and adoles-
cents attending primary health 
care centres: A cross-sectional 
record-based study, Qatar’ was 
based on a comprehensive analy-
sis of around 49,000 electronic 
medical records of children and 
adolescents under the age of 18 
years who visited Primary Health 
Care Corporation centres over a 
full year.

The study’s fi ndings showed 
that the rates of severe Vitamin 
D defi ciency were relatively low 
among infants and young chil-
dren, but increased sharply and 
alarmingly with age. The preva-
lence of severe defi ciency was 
3.8% among infants under one 
year of age and 13.4% among 

children aged between one and 
four years, refl ecting relatively 
successful early-care and nutri-
tion programmes during the fi rst 
stages of life.

However, the image changed 
dramatically among older age 
groups. The data indicated that 
about 14% of adolescents aged 
10-17 years suff er from severe vi-
tamin D defi ciency, defi ned as a 
blood Vitamin D level of less than 
10 nano-grams per millilitre.

The study also revealed nota-
ble gender differences, showing 
that girls are more susceptible 
to severe Vitamin D deficiency 
than boys. The prevalence of se-
vere deficiency reached 53.4% 
among girls, compared to 15.3% 
among boys. This disparity re-
flects the influence of several 
factors, including the nature of 
daily activities, levels of expo-
sure to sunlight, as well as cer-
tain cultural and social practices 
that may limit outdoor activity 
among girls.

Ethnic background also played 
a pivotal role in determining Vi-
tamin D levels. The study found 
that children of South Asian ori-
gin face a signifi cantly higher risk 
of severe Vitamin D defi ciency 
compared to their peers from 
other regions.

The researchers attributed this 
to diff erences in dietary patterns, 
skin pigmentation, and genetic 
factors, as well as families’ lifestyles 
and work conditions, all of which 

directly aff ect children’s health.
Using multivariable logistic re-

gression analysis, the researchers 
identifi ed age, gender, national-
ity, and obesity as the main pre-
dictors of severe Vitamin D defi -
ciency. The results showed that 
adolescents are 17 times more 
likely to suff er from severe defi -
ciency compared to children un-
der the age of fi ve, clearly indicat-
ing that adolescence represents a 
critical turning point in Vitamin 
D status.

The risk among females was 
found to be 24 times higher than 
among males, while children of 
South Asian origin were 5.7 times 
more likely to develop severe Vi-
tamin D defi ciency. The study 
also demonstrated that over-
weight and obesity signifi cantly 
increase the likelihood of Vitamin 
D defi ciency.

Despite the abundance of sun-
light in Qatar, the study pointed 
out that modern lifestyle factors 
play a major role in maintain-
ing low Vitamin D levels. These 
include limited engagement in 
outdoor activities, increasing re-
liance on indoor lifestyles, certain 
cultural practices, unbalanced 
dietary habits, and rising rates of 
overweight and obesity among 
children and adolescents.

The study further stressed that 
these combined factors contrib-
ute to the worsening of the prob-
lem, particularly among older age 
groups.
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Al Noor Center for Blind unveils  

Braille mural in downtown Doha
QNA
Doha

Al Noor Center for the Blind, 
one of the centres affi  liated 
with the Qatar Founda-

tion for Social Work, has unveiled 
an interactive Braille mural in M7 
Square in the Msheireb area, coin-
ciding with the  ‘Akhlaquna-Thank 
You Campaign’ Initiative.

The event comes as part of the 
centre’s eff orts to raise community 
awareness about Braille, promote 
inclusion, and provide a direct, in-
teractive experience that contrib-
utes to bringing together members 
of society and people with visual 
impairments.

The interactive mural allows 
visitors to write the word ‘Thank 
You’ and their names in Braille on 
a dedicated board, accompanied 
by a message of solidarity express-
ing support and appreciation for 
people with visual impairments. 
This provides a fi rsthand experi-
ence that introduces the public to 
the basics of reading and writing in 
Braille.

The mural aims to raise aware-
ness about Braille in a practical and 
interactive way, encouraging visi-
tors to engage directly with Braille 
rather than simply viewing it. It 
also seeks to strengthen the com-
munity’s connection to literacy 
for the blind and to introduce the 
interactive mechanisms used by 
visually impaired individuals in 
their daily lives.

Meshaal Abdullah al-Nuaimi, 
Executive Director of Al Noor 
Center for the Blind, emphasised 
that the Braille mural is a unique 
awareness initiative that allows 
the public to experience Braille 
fi rsthand, thus contributing to 

raising awareness of its impor-
tance and its role in empowering 
visually impaired individuals and 
enhancing their independence and 
social participation.

He noted that holding the event 
in M7 Square in Msheireb refl ects 
the centre’s commitment to being 
present in cultural and community 
spaces and reaching diverse seg-
ments of society through interac-
tive awareness initiatives that are 
both simple and profound. For 
her part, Acting Director of the 
Community Awareness Depart-
ment, Munira Ayed al-Athba ex-

plained that the mural is part of 
the department’s eff orts to provide 
awareness through advanced and 
diverse methods based on direct 
experience, thus contributing to 
solidifying the concepts related to 
Braille for visitors.

She noted that the event aims to 
introduce the public to Braille and 
how to use it, in addition to pro-
moting direct human interaction 
with the experiences of visually 
impaired individuals, emphasising 
that this type of initiative contrib-
utes to building a more inclusive 
community awareness.

A selected image from the archive of the Public Relations Department of the Ministry of Interior, 
showing part of the work of the operations room while receiving and following up on reports in the 
1980s.

From the archives

High prevalence of 
Vitamin D defi ciency 
among young adults 
in Qatar, reveals study

Research report, published in Qatar 
Medical Journal, says considerable 
numbers of adolescents suff er from 
Vitamin D deficiency in the country

Al Jazeera Media Institute to host
podcast training workshop in Feb

Al Jazeera Media Institute will launch at its headquarters the latest 
of its training programmes, titled “Producing podcast short audio 
stories”, on February 15, from 6pm-9pm, led by trainer Amal al-

Arissi. The importance of this workshop stems from the growing popu-
larity of podcasts as a digital media platform and from the role of short 
audio stories in attracting listeners and delivering concise, impactful 
content in a short time.

The workshop encompasses an introduction to the podcast world and 
the characteristics of short audio stories, developing and writing ideas 
in a concise narrative style, and the basics of recording and simple audio 
processing, with an intentional focus on voice performance skills such as 
breathing, tone, and expression.

By the end of the workshop, participants will be able to write an engag-
ing short narrative script for a podcast episode, record and process audio 
to produce a well-crafted short episode. Participants will receive a cer-
tifi cate of participation from Al Jazeera Media Institute at the end of the 
workshop. Participation is open to everyone who has basic knowledge of 
audio recording applications.

Hour and Hour programme holds ‘Tourist Destinations’ event

The Hour and Hour pro-
gramme launched the 
“Tourist Destinations” 

event as part of the Qatar Heritage 
Festival, with the support of Qa-
tar Museums and Ain Mohammed 
Village, and in co-operation with 
the Youth Department of Al Sailiya 
Sports Club.

The event was held at the Ain 
Mohammed archaeological site 
to highlight the richness and di-
versity of the Qatari experience in 
culture, heritage, nature, and au-
thentic hospitality. The Hour and 
Hour programme organised this 
event for the third time to enhance 
Qatar’s position as a leading tour-
ist destination regionally and glo-
bally.

Hour and Hour chief execu-
tive Tamani al-Yafai expressed her 
delight in organising this event, 
which was aimed at senior citi-
zens. The fi rst edition, held in Au-
gust last year, targeted primary and 
preparatory school students and 
people with special needs, while 
the second, held in November, 
targeted secondary and university 
students.

Al-Yafai stated that the third 
edition of the event was particu-
larly signifi cant, as it refl ected 
Qatari heritage and authenticity, 
especially given its location in the 

ancient village of Ain Mohammed, 
a testament to the richness of Qa-
tari traditions.

She added that the Hour and 
Hour programme’s “Tourist Des-
tinations” event featured a com-
prehensive interactive programme 
that combined numerous educa-
tional activities to introduce sen-
ior citizens to the most prominent 
tourist, cultural, and historical 
landmarks in Qatar.

Al-Yafai noted that the pro-
gramme aims to support the 
tourism economy by stimulating 
domestic tourism and attracting 
visitors, in addition to strengthen-

ing partnerships with the private 
sector, cultural and tourism insti-
tutions and sport to develop local 
tourism content.

“At the ‘Hour and Hour’ pro-
gramme, we strive to create a 
unique space that combines enjoy-
ment and benefi t, strengthening 

the sense of belonging and pride in 
national identity, while highlight-
ing the rich tourism potential of 
our country,” al-Yafai said.

Ain Mohammed Village direc-
tor Mohammed Hassan al-Nuaimi 
highlighted the importance of this 
event and the eff orts of the Hour 

and Hour programme in organis-
ing it. He emphasised the pro-
gramme’s commitment to bringing 
senior citizens together and intro-
ducing them to the various aspects 
of the event, which aimed to pro-
mote the village and stimulate do-
mestic tourism.

‘Tourist Destinations’ was launched as part of the Qatar Heritage Festival.

The event was 
held at the Ain 
Mohammed 
archaeological 
site to highlight 
the richness and 
diversity of the 
Qatari experience 
in culture, 
heritage, nature, 
and authentic 
hospitality

Doha 
Institute for 
Graduate 
Studies  
holds 
workshop  
with APSA

The Doha Institute for 
Graduate Studies, in 
co-operation with the 

American Political Science As-
sociation (APSA), organised 
a four-day workshop entitled 
‘Engaged Research in the Middle 
East and North Africa’. The pro-
gramme convened 20 advanced 
doctoral students, postdoctoral 
fellows, and early-career PhD-
holding practitioners from 
across the Mena region, who are 
undertaking research that con-
sciously employs participatory 
and engaged research method-
ologies in the region.

The programme aimed to 
build on growing interest in 
the methodological, practi-
cal, and ethical questions that 
arise from the use of political 
science research in non-aca-
demic or academic-adjacent 
contexts and support politi-
cal science graduate students 
and practitioners in applied 
research settings, lead by Lara 
Khattab (Doha Institute), Sta-
cey Philbrick Yadav (Hobart 
and William Smith), Sarah 
E Parkinson (Johns Hopkins 
University), and Ammar Sha-
maileh (Doha Institute). 

Sessions combined thematic 
seminars, facilitated discus-
sions with experts, panels, and 
collaborative group exercises to 
equip participants with meth-
odological tools and a shared 
professional vocabulary that 
render applied and engaged 
research legible, rigorous, and 
relevant in academic and policy 
environments.

Topics included, among oth-
ers, research and human rights 
advocacy, research collabo-
ration for track II diplomacy, 
negotiating ethical challenges 
in participatory research, and 
data reliability for applied re-
search. The workshop was or-
ganised through APSA’s Middle 
East and North Africa (Mena) 
programme, a multi-year eff ort 
funded by Carnegie Corpora-
tion of New York to support 
political science research and 
networking among early-career 
scholars across the Arab Mena 
region. (QNA)
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From clinic to canvas: 
Meet the doctor who 
paints life through art
By Amjad Vanimal 
Doha

At Art Factory Lusail, Fox 
Hills, a quiet exhibition 
space is currently drawing 

visitors into a world of unspoken 
emotions, fl eeting moments and 
deeply personal refl ections. 

The reason is ‘Soul in Strokes’, 
the latest solo exhibition by Dr 
Sreekumar Padmanabhan, a med-
ical professional whose paint-
brush has become as powerful a 
tool of healing as his stethoscope.

The week-long exhibition, 
which kicked off  on January 2, 
features a compelling series of 
realistic oil and acrylic works 
that explore everyday life, human 
expressions and the subtle emo-
tions often overlooked in modern 
routines. “From the name ‘Soul in 
Strokes’, I wanted to capture emo-
tions, the very essence of the soul, 
through my brush,” Dr Padmana-
bhan explains. “In our busy lives, 
we forget to appreciate the beauty 
in small moments. These paint-
ings give those moments a space 
to be seen.”

Each artwork is accompanied 
by a short narrative that describes 
what inspired its creation, en-
couraging visitors not only to ob-
serve but also to refl ect. The result 
is an immersive viewing experi-
ence where art becomes conver-
sation between the canvas and 
the viewer, and often within the 

viewer’s own memories. 
Dr Padmanabhan has spent 

more than 18 years in Qatar, build-
ing a medical career rooted in 
discipline, service and continu-
ous learning. He arrived in Doha 
in 2007 after a decade of medical 
practice in the UAE and currently 
serves as a doctor in the govern-
ment sector. His professional 
journey includes advanced quali-
fi cations such as MRCGP and spe-
cialised diplomas in Occupational 
Health, Diving Medicine and Life-
style Medicine. He also conducts 
multiple training programmes at 
the Hamad International Training 
Centre.  

Yet, alongside this structured 
medical path runs a parallel life 
shaped by creativity.

“I paint whenever I get free 

time. It is not something I have 
to plan; it just happens,” he says. 
“Painting keeps me grounded.”

What makes Soul in Strokes 
especially distinctive is the way it 
mirrors Dr Padmanabhan’s mul-
ticultural life journey. His Indian 
roots, professional life in Qatar, 
interactions across the Middle 
East and travels abroad all quietly 
surface through the faces, settings 
and emotions portrayed in his 
paintings.

Being self-taught, his artistic 
evolution has been shaped by ob-
servation, curiosity and constant 
experimentation.

“I learn by watching people, 
their expressions, their silences, 
their stories,” he shares. “I hope 
people can see my growth through 
my paintings.”

His works often focus on peo-
ple, not as posed subjects, but as 
carriers of stories, emotions and 
lived realities. Viewers frequent-
ly fi nd themselves emotionally 
drawn to his canvases, connecting 
the scenes to their own personal 
experiences.

“Art is not just about tech-
nique,” he refl ects. “It is about 
making people feel something.”

A member of the Katara Fine 
Arts Society, Dr Padmanabhan 
has participated in nearly 60 ex-
hibitions in Qatar, including about 
15 solo shows and more than 17 
group exhibitions at Katara alone. 
He is also a familiar face as a jury 
member for children’s art compe-
titions, quietly nurturing young 
creative talent.

Despite this extensive artistic 

Dr Padmanabhan’s works often focus on people, not as posed subjects, 
but as carriers of stories, emotions and lived realities.

‘Soul in Strokes’ exhibition at Art Factory Lusail, Fox Hills.

footprint, he remains humble, in-
troducing himself fi rst as a doctor, 
and letting his paintings speak for 
him.

For him, artistic success is not 
measured in sales, but in emotion-
al connection. “When someone 
stands in front of a painting and 
sees their own story in it, that is 
my real reward,” he says.

A cultural connector
Living in Qatar has further 

shaped his belief in multicultural 
harmony. He speaks warmly of 

working alongside colleagues from 
across the world and of the natural 
closeness that grows within Qa-
tar’s compact and diverse society.

He is currently also part of the 
Katara group exhibition ‘From Qa-
tar’, which brings together artists 
of diff erent nationalities, refl ect-
ing the country’s cultural mosaic. 

At the heart of his philosophy 
lies the Indian principle Atithi 
Devo Bhava (The guest is God), 
a value that infl uences both his 
medical practice and his artistic 
interactions.

“As a doctor, I always ask my-
self how I would like to be treated 
if I were the patient. That is how I 
treat people,” he says.

While realism remains the foun-
dation of his work, Dr Padmanab-
han plans to explore simplifi ed 
styles, mixed media, story-driven 
compositions and larger-format 
works in future exhibitions — sig-
nalling a new creative chapter 
ahead. In his world, healing does 
not end in the clinic. It contin-
ues — quietly and beautifully — 
on canvas.

Dr Padmanabhan’s artistic 
evolution has been shaped by 
observation, curiosity and 
constant experimentation. 
PICTURE: Rafeeq Nhamanghat

MES students visit special needs centre

MES Indian School, in 
an eff ort to foster em-
pathy, inclusion, and 

awareness among young learn-
ers, organised an educational 
visit to the Doha International 
Centre for Special Needs re-
cently as a part of its Disability 
Awareness Programme. 

Led by junior section coun-
sellor Fashna Abdul Samad, the 
initiative aims to sensitise Class 
IV students to the challenges 
and strengths of individuals 
with disabilities and to promote 
respect, understanding, and ac-
ceptance.

The session began with an 
engaging presentation by Dilna, 
speech and language pathologist 
from the centre, who introduced 

the students to diff erent types 
of disabilities and discussed the 
importance of creating a sup-
portive and inclusive environ-
ment for people with special 
needs. A key highlight of the 
programme was an address by Dr 

Hala, consultant in the aff airs of 
people with disabilities and gen-
eral manager of the centre. 

In her message, Dr Hala em-
phasised the importance of cul-
tivating empathy and acceptance 
among the younger generation. 

MES organises moral, spiritual 
guidance session for students

MES Indian School’s department of Arabic 
and Islamic studies recently organised a 
motivational session, titled “Moral and 

Spiritual Guidance and Its Implications” for stu-
dents of classes VII-XII at the KG Hall. 

The session, which aims to foster ethical values 
and inner growth among students, was attended 
by some 260 participants and featured two distin-
guished speakers. 

Dr Sulaiman Melpathur, an eminent motiva-
tional speaker from India known for his impactful 
sessions on character-building and youth empow-
erment, addressed the students with compelling 

messages on the importance of nurturing moral 
values in the formative years. 

Dr Sulaiman Melpathur’s thought-provoking 
speech emphasised the role of spiritual grounding 
in building resilience, purpose, and compassion in a 
fast-changing world. 

Joining him was Wafi Shihad, an alumnus of 
MES Indian School and a youth mentor, who 
shared his inspiring journey from being a stu-
dent of the school to becoming a positive influ-
ence on the youth community.  Usman Mayy-
eri, head of the department of Arabic and 
Islamic studies, co-ordinated the event.

BPS alumna wins UMB Miss India title
Birla Public School (BPS), Doha, 
congratulated alumna Aditi Gorle 
(pictured) of Class of 2020-21, 
for winning the prestigious UMB 
Miss India Title 2025, a national 
recognition honouring excellence, 
confidence, leadership, and poise 
among women across India.
According to BPS principal, 
Dr Anand R Nair, Aditi Gorle’s 
remarkable accomplishment 
reflects her exceptional 
determination, grace and 

perseverance. Her inspiring 
journey — from the classrooms 
of Birla Public School to the 
national spotlight — stands as a 
shining example of the school’s 
commitment to fostering confident, 
holistic individuals who excel 
beyond academic boundaries. 
The management, faculty, and 
students at Birla Public School 
have congratulated Aditi Gorle and 
wished her continued success in all 
her future endeavours.

The Syro Malabar Cultural Association (SMCA) organised a blood donation camp recently at their premis-
es with the participation of  a large number of donors. The organisation also arranged a free medical 
camp in association with American Hospital Doha where people were tested for various lifestyle diseases 
and other ailments. Organisers said that it was the first such drive of the association in 2026 and it will be 
followed by more such initiatives in the coming months.

SMCA holds blood donation, medical camp

Kodaca marks 19th anniversary
The Kottayam District Arts and 
Cultural Association (Kodaca), 
a leading cultural organisation 
in Qatar, conducted its 19th 
anniversary celebration 
‘Ormachepu’ at the Indian Cultural 
Centre’s Ashoka Hall recently in 
front of a large crowd comprising 
families and invited guests.
Kodaca, an organisation formed 
in Qatar by residents of the 
Kottayam district, aims to 
encourage and fuel the socio-
cultural development of its 
members and to extend support 
to the needy in Kottayam and in 
Qatar.
The ceremony was presided over 
by Kodaca president Muhammad 
Ziyad, and was inaugurated by 
the first secretary of the Indian 
embassy in Qatar, Harish Pandey. 
ICC president Manikandan, ISC 
president E P Abdul Rahman, 
Indian Community Benevolent 
Forum vice-president Rasheed 
Ahmed and Jopachan 
Thekkekoot, attended the event.
General secretary Dr George 
Joseph welcomed representatives 
of various cultural organisations 
and the vote of thanks was 
delivered by the cultural 
secretary, Manju. As part of the 
anniversary celebration, many 

artistic programmes were staged. 
A special programme, titled 
‘Ormachep’, brought together the 
beauty, music and memories of 
1970s Malayalam cinema.
The programmes were 
organised under the leadership 

of the president and his team, 
comprising programme co-
ordinator Saheer Abdul Karim, 
secretary Abdul Karim Lebba, 
Simi Chandran, Ranju Anup, 
Neethu Thampan, Manju Manoj 
and other Kodaca members.
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Diplomat tipped for 
Trump’s Gaza peace 
board meets officials
AFP
Jerusalem

The man expected to represent the US-backed 
Board of Peace in Gaza, Bulgarian politician 
and diplomat Nickolay Mladenov, has in recent 

days already held meetings with Israeli and Palestin-
ian offi  cials.

Mladenov has experience in the region, having 
served as the UN envoy for the Middle East peace 
process from early 2015 until the end of 2020.

Media reports say he is expected to be the repre-
sentative on the ground for the board, which is to be 
created as part of the Gaza ceasefi re agreement bro-
kered last year by US President Donald Trump.

Trump himself is set to chair the board.
US media outlet Axios reported that the US presi-

dent is expected to announce the board’s membership 
next week and that it would include around 15 world 
leaders.

“Among the countries expected to join the board 
are the UK, Germany, France, Italy, Saudi Arabia, Qa-
tar, Egypt and Turkiye,” it reported.

Shortly after meeting Israeli President Isaac Herzog 
on Thursday, Mladenov held talks with Prime Minis-

ter Benjamin Netanyahu in Jerusalem.
Yesterday, Mladenov visited the occupied West 

Bank city of Ramallah, seat of the Palestinian Au-
thority, to meet Palestinian vice president Hussein 
al-Sheikh.

In a statement on X, Sheikh said that the discussion 
focused on “the situation in the Gaza Strip, means 
of transitioning to the second phase,” of the fragile 
ceasefi re that took eff ect between Israel and Hamas in 
October, and implementing Trump’s plan.

Under the 20-point programme, Gaza is to be gov-
erned by a transitional and technocratic Palestinian 
committee, under the oversight and supervision of 
the Board of Peace.

During the second stage of the ceasefi re, Israel is 
supposed to gradually withdraw from its positions in 
Gaza, while Hamas is supposed to lay down its weap-
ons.

An international stabilisation force is also to be de-
ployed.

The US and regional mediators are keen to move to 
the second phase, but progress has stalled, with each 
side accusing the other of violations.

Gaza’s civil defence agency — which operates as 
as rescue force under Hamas authority — said Israeli 
attacks in the territory on Thursday killed at least 13 
people, including fi ve children.

The Israeli military said it “precisely struck Hamas 
fi ghters” in response to a “failed projectile” launch.

Writing for the Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy in October, Mladenov said that “sustained US 
engagement will be essential, alongside the willing-
ness of European and regional partners to contribute 
both funds and troops.”

Mladenov was Bulgaria’s defence minister and then 
foreign minister from 2010 until 2013, before serving 
as the UN’s special representative for Iraq.

“He does not view diplomacy as mere bargaining. 
He knows that setting a goal and having the will to 
achieve it is just as important,” said Vessela Tcherneva 
of the European Council on Foreign Relations who 
previously worked as Mladenov’s spokesperson.

A senior diplomat in the region told AFP that Mlad-
enov had channels open with a range of actors, in-
cluding both Israelis and Palestinians.

“What we’re really hoping for here is basically a 
miracle: that he fi nds the one thing that fi nally shifts 
the whole thing.”

Palestinian children stand near a crater in the Bureij camp in the central Gaza Strip, yesterday, following 
Israeli attacks. Gaza’s civil defence agency said Israeli attacks in the Palestinian territory killed at least 13 
people, including five children, despite a ceasefire that has largely halted the fighting.

Palestinian men re-erect a tent shelter, the day after the Israeli military shelled a tented camp housing 
displaced families, in the Al-Shati refugee camp, in Gaza City, yesterday.

Aftermath of Gaza strikes

File photo of Nickolay Mladenov.

Lebanon FM urges Iran 
to fi nd ‘new approach’ 
on Hezbollah arms
AFP
Beirut

Lebanese Foreign Minister 
Youssef Raggi yesterday 
urged his visiting Iranian 

counterpart to fi nd a “new ap-
proach” to the thorny issue of 
disarming the Hezbollah fi ghter 
group.

Lebanon is under heavy US 
pressure to disarm Hezbollah, 
which was heavily weakened in 
more than a year of hostilities 
with Israel that largely ended 
with a November 2024 ceasefi re, 
but Iran and the group have ex-
pressed opposition to the move.

“The defence of Lebanon is 
the sole responsibility of the 
Lebanese state”, which must 
have a monopoly on weapons, 
Raggi told Iranian Foreign Min-
ister Abbas Araghchi, a Lebanese 
foreign ministry statement said.

Raggi called on Iran to engage 
in talks with Lebanon to fi nd 
“a new approach to the issue of 
Hezbollah’s weapons, drawing 
on Iran’s relationship with the 
party, so that these weapons do 
not become a pretext for weak-

ening Lebanon”.
He asked Araghchi “whether 

Tehran would accept the pres-
ence of an illegal armed organi-
sation on its own territory”.

Last month, Raggi declined an 
invitation to visit Iran and pro-
posed meeting in a neutral third 
country.

Lebanon’s army said on 
Thursday that it had complet-
ed the fi rst phase of disarming 
Hezbollah, doing so in the south 

Lebanon area near the border 
with Israel, which called the ef-
forts “far from suffi  cient”.

Araghchi also met President 
Joseph Aoun yesterday and was 
set to hold talks with several oth-
er senior offi  cials.

After arriving on Thursday, he 
visited the mausoleum of former 
Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasral-
lah, who was killed in a massive 
Israeli air strike on south Beirut 
in September 2024.

Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araqchi shakes hands with Lebanese 
President Joseph Aoun at the presidential palace in Baabda, Lebanon, 
in this handout image released yesterday.

Berlin plans to host Sudan aid conference

AFP
Berlin

Germany plans to host a Sudan aid conference 
in the spring to raise emergency relief funds 
for the war-torn country, the foreign minis-

try said yesterday.
Brutal fi ghting between Sudanese government 

forces and the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces 

(RSF) has devastated the country, with reports of 
atrocities, starvation and mass killings. “Today, the 
world commemorates a sad date: 1,000 days of war 
in Sudan,” a foreign ministry spokeswoman said. 
“Far too many people continue to suff er and die 
there, victims of hunger, thirst, displacement and 
rape.”

The conference would be held around the anni-
versary of the 2023 outbreak of the civil war in April, 
the spokeswoman said.

Iran shuts off  Internet
amid protests in cities
Reuters
Dubai

Iran was largely cut off  from the 
outside world yesterday after 
authorities blacked out the In-

ternet to curb growing unrest, and 
video showed buildings afl ame  in 
anti-government protests raging 
in cities across the country.

Rights groups have already doc-
umented dozens of deaths of pro-
testers in nearly two weeks and, 
with  Iranian state TV showing 
clashes and fi res, the semi-offi  cial 
 Tasnim news agency reported that 
several police offi  cers had been 
killed overnight. In a televised ad-
dress, Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei vowed not to back 
down, accusing demonstrators of 
acting on behalf of emigre opposi-
tion groups and the US, and a pub-
lic prosecutor threatened death 
sentences. Iran’s Ministry of In-
formation and Communications 
Technology said the decision to 
shut down the Internet was made 
“by the competent security au-
thorities under the prevailing cir-
cumstances of the country.” The 

protests pose the biggest internal 
challenge in at least three years to 
Iran’s rulers amid a dire economic 
situation and after last year’s war 
with Israel and the US.

While the initial protests fo-
cused on the economy, with the 
rial currency losing half its value 
against the dollar last year and 
infl ation topping 40% in Decem-
ber, they have morphed to include 
slogans aimed directly at the au-
thorities.

Iranian rights group HRANA 
said yesterday it had documented 
the deaths of at least 62 people, 
including 14 security personnel 
and 48 protesters, since demon-
strations began on December 28.

 The Internet blackout has 
sharply reduced the amount of 
information fl owing out of the 
country. Phone calls to Iran were 
not getting through. At least 17 
fl ights  between Dubai and Iran were 
cancelled, Dubai Airport’s website 
showed. 

Images published by state tel-
evision overnight showed what it 
said were burning buses, cars and 
motorbikes as well as fi res at under-
ground railway stations and banks.

Syria army issues warning as 
fi ghters refuse to evacuate
AFP
Aleppo

Syria’s army said it would 
renew strikes on a Kurdish 
district of Aleppo yesterday 

after fi ghters from the minor-
ity refused to leave, as a frag-
ile ceasefi re deal to halt days of 
fi ghting faltered.

The government and Kurd-
ish forces have traded blame 
over who started the violence in 
Syria’s second city on Tuesday 
as they struggle to implement a 
deal to merge the Kurds’ de facto 
autonomous administration and 
military into the country’s new 
government.

At least 21 people have been 
killed and tens of thousands have 
fl ed the worst clashes in Aleppo 
since Syria’s new authorities 
took power, with the fi ghting 
presenting yet another challenge 
for a country struggling to forge 
a new path since the ousting of 
longtime ruler Bashar al-Assad a 

year ago. Early yesterday, Syrian 
authorities announced a truce 
with Kurdish forces linked to the 
US-backed, Kurdish-led Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) and said 
fi ghters and their light weapons 
would be sent to Kurdish areas 
further east.

But Kurdish fi ghters rejected 
any “surrender” and said they 
would stay and defend their dis-
tricts. Later yesterday, Syria’s 

army warned it would renew 
strikes on the Kurdish-majority 
district of Sheikh Maqsud and 
urged residents to evacuate, 
publishing maps of what it said 
were military targets and urging 
Kurdish fi ghters to lay down their 
weapons.

An AFP correspondent saw 
residents laden with belong-
ings fl eeing before a two-hour 
humanitarian corridor closed at 

6:00pm (1500 GMT). The Kurds 
then said in a statement the 
neighbourhood was coming “un-
der intense and heavy shelling”.

State television accused the 
Kurds of launching drones on 
residential areas of Aleppo.

Turkiye’s Defence Minister 
Yasar Guler welcomed the gov-
ernment operation, saying “we 
view Syria’s security as our own 
security and that we support 
Syria’s fi ght against terrorist or-
ganisations”.

Sheikh Maqsud and Ashrafi yeh 
have remained under the con-
trol of Kurdish units linked to 
the SDF, despite Kurdish fi ghters 
agreeing to withdraw from the 
areas in April. The SDF controls 
swathes of Syria’s oil-rich north 
and northeast, and was key to the 
defeat of the Islamic State group 
in 2019. But Ankara views their 
main component as an extension 
of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), which earlier this year 
agreed to end its four-decade 
armed struggle against Turkiye.

Residents of Ashrafieh neighbourhood queue to receive aid after days 
of clashes, in Aleppo, Syria, yesterday.
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Gambia govt 
intercepts 
780 migrants
AFP
Banjul

Authorities have intercepted 
more than 780 migrants at-
tempting to use The Gam-

bia as a launchpad to Europe, the 
interior ministry said yesterday, 
days after a capsized migrant boat 
off  the coast killed more than 30 
people.

Tens of thousands of people, 
most of them young, have tried to 
reach Europe from west Africa in 
recent years, mainly via the Span-
ish Canary Islands, on overcrowd-
ed and often dilapidated boats.

“We conducted three opera-
tions, which led to the interception 
of 782 would-be migrants across 
diff erent locations in the country,” 
said Siman Lowe, spokesman for 
the Gambia Immigration Depart-
ment.

He said the operation began on 
January 3 after at least 31 people 
were killed when an overloaded 
migrant boat capsized overnight 
on New Year’s Eve.

Migrant boats have recently 
been forced to leave from further 
south in west Africa, notably from 
The Gambia and Guinea, after 
Senegal, Mauritania and Morocco 
increased maritime patrols.

“The Gambia has observed with 
deep concern, the rapid increase 
in the number of people attempt-
ing to travel to Europe by sea using 
The Gambia as a launch path,” the 
interior ministry said in a state-
ment.

The situation, it added, had 
prompted “the activation of spe-
cial operation teams to decisively 
respond”.

Among those intercepted were 
233 people from Senegal, 197 from 
The Gambia, 176 from Guinea and 
148 from Mali.

A number of migrant boat ac-
cidents linked to The Gambia oc-
curred towards the end of 2025.

The boat that capsized over-
night December 31 to January 1 
was last heard from in a distress 
call near the country’s North Bank 
region.

A boat with more than 200 peo-
ple on board, which on December 5 
left the northern village of Jinack, 
also in the North Bank region, re-
mains unaccounted for, according 
to the Ebrima Migrant Situation 
Foundation.

And a vessel with more than 
190 migrants which departed 
from Jinack on November 17 has 
been confi rmed to have sunk after 
weeks of failed tracing, the same 
foundation said.

Russia joins Chinese warships for drills off  SA
AFP
Simon’s Town

A Russian warship arrived 
off  South Africa’s main 
naval base yesterday to 

join Chinese and Iranian vessels 
for military exercises that risk 
further damaging Pretoria’s rela-
tions with Washington.

The exercises draw together 
several nations feuding with the 
US administration and come at 
a time of heightened tensions 
following Washington’s raid on 
Venezuela.

A Chinese destroyer and re-
plenishment ship, as well as 
an Iranian forward base vessel, 
sailed into South African waters 
earlier this week ahead of the 
week-long manoeuvres due to 
kick off  at the weekend.

AFP journalists near the Si-
mon’s Town base saw the Rus-
sian-fl agged corvette vessel pull 
into False Bay.

The China-led “Will for Peace 
2026” drill involves navies from 
the 11-nation Brics group of 
emerging nations, which US 
President Donald Trump has la-
belled “anti-American”.

The United Arab Emirates 
was also expected to send ships, 
South Africa’s Deputy Defence 
Minister Bantu Holomisa told 
Newzroom Afrika television late 
Thursday. Fellow Brics nations 
Indonesia, Ethiopia and Brazil 
will send observers, he said.

The remaining members of the 
grouping are India, Egypt and 
Saudi Arabia.

The exercise will allow the na-
vies “to exchange best practices 

and improve joint operational 
capabilities, which contributes to 
the safety of shipping routes and 
overall regional maritime stabil-
ity”, South Africa’s defence force 
said.

Asked about the timing of the 
drill, Holomisa said: “This ex-
ercise was planned long before 
these tensions we are witnessing 
today.”

They were initially scheduled 
for November 2025 but post-
poned because they clashed with 
the G20 summit in Johannesburg.

At odds with South Africa over 
a range of international issues, 
the US boycotted the summit.

It also expelled the South Af-
rican ambassador last year and 
imposed 30% trade tariff s.

Washington this week seized a 
Russian-fl agged oil tanker it said 
was part of a shadow fl eet carry-
ing oil for countries such as Ven-
ezuela, Russia and Iran.

It has threatened action 
against Iran should protesters be 
killed in mounting demonstra-
tions sparked by anger over the 
rising cost of living.

The joint drills have “noth-
ing to do with Venezuela what-
soever”, a South African defence 
ministry spokesman said.

“Let us not press panic but-
tons because the USA has got a 
problem with countries,” Holo-
misa said. “Those are not our en-
emies.”

“Let’s focus on co-operating 
with the Brics countries and 
make sure that our seas, espe-
cially the Indian Ocean and At-
lantic, they are safe,” he said.

Priyal Singh, senior researcher 
at the Institute for Security Stud-
ies, said that “Washington has 
clearly been attempting to put 
Pretoria in its bad book since the 
beginning of the current Trump 
administration”. “The optics 

surrounding the upcoming na-
val exercise will likely be used by 
policymakers in Washington as 
another prime example of why its 
bilateral relations with South Af-
rica should be reviewed,” he said.

A handful of Ukrainians pro-
tested as the Russian vessel ar-
rived, criticising South Africa — 
which claims to be non-aligned 
in Russia’s war on Ukraine — for 
hosting the Russian navy.

“They destroyed my city, 
Kherson, they’re wiping it out,” 
said Kateryna Fedkina.

“We’re just asking South Af-
rica to not co-operate militarily 
with Russia because Russia is an 
aggressive state,” she said.

Adding to the criticism, South 
Africa’s Democratic Alliance 
party said it was misleading to 
claim the drills were part of Brics 
co-operation as alliance heavy-
weights Brazil and India were 
absent.

A Russian vessel arrives at the Simon’s Town Naval base as part of the Brics Plus countries which include 
China, Russia and Iran for joint naval exercises in Cape Town, South Africa, yesterday.

Rwandan camp helps former 
fighters rebuild their lives
AFP
Ruhengeri

As his comrades died of star-
vation and thirst around 
him, Mbale Hafashimana 

Amos fi nally decided to fl ee the 
Congolese bush for a country 
he had always been told would 
butcher him on arrival.

Mbale was part of a militia 
in eastern Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo called the Demo-
cratic Forces for the Liberation of 
Rwanda (FDLR), initially formed 
by those who fl ed across the bor-
der after committing the Rwandan 
genocide in 1994.

But the FDLR has been pushed 
to the brink of annihilation in 2025 
as the M23, seized large parts of 
the region.

By April, “M23 pushed us to a 
place where we couldn’t get any-
thing to eat,” said Mbale, 37.

“I saw over 150 soldiers die of 
starvation and dehydration. It was 
horrifying. This is a story I will tell 
anyone I meet for the rest of my 
days.”

But Rwanda has also earned 
praise for welcoming and rehabili-
tating FDLR members who sur-
render. They are all ethnic Hutus, 
and include recent recruits as well 

as those who directly participated 
in the 1994 genocide, in which 
around 800,000 people, mostly 
ethnic Tutsis, were slaughtered.

When Mbale surrendered last 
year, he expected to be shot. In-
stead, he found himself in a reha-
bilitation camp back in Rwanda.

Rwanda is no paradise. A quar-
ter of the population still lives in 
poverty, albeit down from 40% 
a decade ago, according to the 

World Bank. But few deny Rwan-
da has made a genuine eff ort to 
heal the ethnic divisions between 
Hutus and Tutsis that led to the 
genocide. 

The government gave AFP ac-
cess to its rehabilitation camp at 
Mutobo to show off  the work it 
does.

Set among lush mountain-
ous vegetation, it has seen tens of 
thousands of Hutu fi ghters and 

their families pass through since it 
was established in 1997.

New arrivals are fi rst given a 
three-week “cooling off ” period, 
said Cyprien Mudeyi, a retired 
army major who runs the camp.

“They are very fearful because 
of the ideology they have been 
given. Progressively the fear is re-
moved,” he said.

AFP watched around 200 “ben-
efi ciaries”, as they are known, 

A former soldier of Rwandan origin who previously fought in armed 
groups in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo gathers with family 
members at the Mutobo Demobilisation and Reintegration Resource 
Center in Ruhengeri, Rwanda.

China FM skips 
historic Somalia visit, 
lands in Tanzania
AFP
Mogadishu

China’s top diplomat Wang 
Yi skipped what would 
have been a historic visit 

to Somalia yesterday, instead pro-
ceeding straight to Tanzania on his 
tour of African countries.

The visit would have been the 
fi rst by a Chinese foreign minis-
ter to Somalia since the state col-
lapsed in 1991, and was planned at 
a high-profi le moment just after 
Israel recognised the breakaway 
region of Somaliland.

“The visit of the Chinese 
government delegation to So-
malia today was delayed due to 
technical issues. The Chinese 
government will issue a formal 
statement about this matter,” an 
official at the Somali presiden-
tial palace said on condition of 
anonymity. Wang instead flew 
directly to the next stop on his 
itinerary, Tanzania, and was due 
to meet President Samia Suluhu 
Hassan in Dar es Salaam. China 

has invested heavily in Tanza-
nia in recent years, particularly 
in the country’s low-tax spe-
cial economic zones, where 343 
Chinese-funded projects worth 
$3.1bn were registered in 2025 
alone, the foreign ministry said 
in a statement.

The visit also came as Tan-
zania’s relations with the West 
have been marred by criticism of 
the bloody crackdown on elec-
tion protesters last year.

“The visit aims to further 
strengthen and deepen the stra-
tegic relations and co-opera-
tion,” Tanzania’s foreign ministry 
said in a statement.

Wang was in Ethiopia on Thurs-
day to meet Prime Minister Abiy 
Ahmed and the head of the African 
Union, Mahmoud Ali Youssouf.

A joint statement by Wang and 
the African Union criticised the 
Israeli recognition of Somaliland.

After Tanzania, Wang is due in 
Lesotho, which has seen its rela-
tions with Washington strained 
after being hit by punishing 
US tariff s.

Ghana’s Highlife fi nds its 
rhythm on Unesco world stage
AFP
Accra

On a humid Tuesday night in Accra, Zen 
Garden is alive with sound, movement 
and memory as Highlife melodies spill 

into the open air, drawing families, friends 
and offi  ce workers who sway long past mid-
night as if the weekend has come early.

Under soft lights, the four young men of the 
Kwan Pa band strike layered guitar lines and 
lilting rhythms, their live performance pulling 
cheers and applause from a crowd visibly elated, 
white handkerchiefs twirling above heads as 
revellers dance, sing along and clink glasses be-
tween bites of food.

“It’s like therapy,” one patron said, laugh-
ing as couples glide across the fl oor and stran-
gers dance together, united by a sound that has 
shaped Ghanaian life for generations.

That charged ambience has taken on new 
meaning after Ghana’s famed Highlife music 
was inscribed recently on Unesco’s Intangible 
Cultural Heritage list, a major international rec-
ognition of one of west Africa’s most infl uential 
musical traditions.

Unesco announced the decision on Decem-
ber 10, describing Highlife as a “monumental 
expression of Ghana’s musical genius, culture, 

and global infl uence”, honouring generations 
who have preserved and adapted the genre since 
the early 20th century. For Asah Nkansah, leader 
of the Kwan Pa band — whose name means “the 
right path” — the timing is symbolic.

“This news is just great,” Nkansah said. “If 
you trace the origin of Highlife music, we can 
trace it to September 1925. And so, this year, 
2025, we are celebrating 100 years of Ghanaian 
Highlife music.”

At Zen Garden, that century-old tradition 
feels anything but distant. The band’s palm-
wine-infused Highlife sets prompt spontane-
ous dancing, with patrons singing lyrics from 
memory and cheering solos deep into the night.

“Highlife talks about almost everything, pas-
sion, love, social and everything,” Nkansah said.

“Highlife Music naturally has what we call 
content... it is not music for music’s sake.”

Unesco’s listing places Highlife among the 
world’s protected cultural treasures, a move ex-
pected to boost Ghana’s cultural standing and 
encourage investment in music preservation, 
tourism and the creative arts.

Highlife’s layered guitars, horn sections and 
storytelling have shaped national identity for 
more than a century, popularised by legends 
such as ET Mensah, Nana Ampadu, Paapa 
Yankson, AB Crentsil, Osibisa, Amakye Dede 
and Kojo Antwi, and infl uencing later move-

ments including hiplife and Afrobeats.
For fans like Selina Doade, the appeal is deeply 

personal. “Highlife music, for me as a Ghana-
ian, it tells our story. It touches on every aspect 
of our society,” she said. “When you are down, 
when you are happy, when you need inspiration, 
Highlife music talks to you.”

Band leader Nkansah believes younger audi-
ences can be won over through creativity.

“We need to make a conscious eff ort to make 
them love our sound,” he said.

“We will pick the songs the young ones 
love... then we bring the same melody onto our 
rhythms... by so doing, we are giving them the 
taste of Highlife.”

He rejects claims the genre is fading. “High-
life is not dying, in my opinion,” Nkansah said.

“There will be some highs and lows... I think 
we are rising.”

At a national level, Unesco offi  cials see High-
life as a living heritage rather than a relic.

“It’s a refl ection of the way of life of we Gha-
naians,” said professor Osman Damba Tahidu, 
secretary-general of the Ghana Commission for 
Unesco. “It is not just a museum relic, but a liv-
ing product.”

“When it comes to sports, it goes with High-
life. When it comes to funerals, it goes with 
Highlife... even food and festivals, it goes with 
Highlife,” said Tahidu.

Cyprien Mudeyi, manager of the demobilisation centre for the Rwanda Demobilisation and Reintegration 
Commission, speaks with former soldiers of Rwandan origin who previously fought in armed groups in eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo during a counselling session at the Mutobo Demobilisation and Reintegration 
Resource Center in Ruhengeri.

sharing frank experiences with 
visiting peace studies students 
from Zambia, and singing songs 
with words like: “There’s a secret 
behind the security in my coun-
try Rwanda, which has baffl  ed the 
world”.

The arrivals spend around three 
months in the camp, receiving his-
tory lessons, psychological sup-
port, and training in professions 
like plumbing, tailoring and hair-
dressing.

Reaching out to the enemy was 
terrifying, said Nzayisenga Evar-
iste, 33, a former FDLR corporal 
who arrived in September.

“They told us Rwanda is a coun-
try of Tutsis, where Hutus have no 
voice at all,” he told AFP.

“What we were told about 
Rwanda was all lies.”

The transition back to Rwanda is 
not always easy.

Many come home to fi nd an-
cestral lands occupied by others, 

leading to violent confrontations. 
Others carry deep trauma into 
their new lives.

“I personally didn’t face any re-
integration challenges, but many 
fellow FDLR ex-combatants have 
had it rough,” said Nzeyimana 
Wenceslas, 60, who fl ed the Con-
golese jungle in 2011.

He knows he was lucky. The 
training and support he received 
at Mutobo allowed him to set up 
a successful security fi rm which 
he said employed ex-fi ghters, and 
eventually his own farm.

“At one point I had more than 70 
livestock,” he told AFP. 

“It fi lls me with pride that I am 
not a burden to my country.”

Back at the camp, Mbale — who 
was six at the time of the genocide 
— hopes hard work can similarly 
help him build a new life from the 
ruins of a violent past.

“I will try to catch up, because 
we were left far behind,” he said.
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Minnesota authorities said 
yesterday that they were 
opening their own probe 

into a US immigration offi  cer’s fatal 
shooting of a 37-year-old woman in 
her car, after some state and local of-
fi cials criticised the federal govern-
ment for refusing to co-operate.

Mary Moriarty, the top pros-
ecutor for Minneapolis’s Hennepin 
County, and the state’s Democratic 
attorney-general, Keith Ellison, 
said at a press conference that 
they would collect evidence from 
Wednesday’s shooting, including 
witness videos and statements.

The announcement came one 
day after the state’s lead investiga-
tive agency, the Bureau of Criminal 
Apprehension (BCA), said the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
had reversed its initial co-oper-
ation and blocked the BCA from 
scene evidence, witness interviews 
and other material.

Moriarty, a Democrat, said she 
had concerns that without the in-
volvement of the BCA, her offi  ce 
might not receive enough evidence 
to decide whether state charges 
against the offi  cer might be war-
ranted.

The decision could set up sep-
arate, parallel probes into the 
shooting.

The FBI, for instance, has taken 
possession of the woman’s car for 
forensic analysis, Moriarty said.

US offi  cials, including Vice-
President J D Vance, have dis-
missed the idea that a federal offi  c-
er could face state criminal charges, 
though there is some precedent for 
such cases.

However, Moriarty was une-
quivocal yesterday.

“To be sure, there are complex 
legal issues involved when a fed-
eral law enforcement offi  cer is in-
volved. But the law is clear: we do 
have jurisdiction to make this de-
cision,” she said.

The announcement under-
scored the extent to which Repub-
lican President Donald Trump’s 
immigration crackdown in mostly 
Democratic-run cities – despite 
the opposition of their mayors – 
has severely frayed the trust be-
tween local and federal offi  cials.

Earlier in the day, Minneapo-
lis Mayor Jacob Frey accused the 
Trump administration of trying to 
predetermine the investigation’s 
outcome by cutting out state au-
thorities.

“This is a time to follow the law,” 
Frey, a Democrat, said. “This is not 

a time to hide from the facts.”
Trump administration offi  -

cials have defended the shooting 
as self-defence and accused the 
woman, Renee Good, a US citizen 
and mother of three, of deliber-
ately aiming her car at the offi  cer 
in an act of “domestic terrorism” 
– a narrative described by Frey as 
“garbage”.

Meanwhile, in Portland, Oregon, 
on Thursday afternoon, a US Bor-
der Patrol agent shot and wounded 
a man and woman in their car after 
an attempted vehicle stop.

As in Minnesota, the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security (DHS) 
said in a statement that the driver 
“weaponised” the car in an eff ort 
to run over the agent, who fi red in 
self-defence.

Portland Mayor Keith Wilson, 
echoing Frey, said that he could 
not be sure the government’s ac-
count was grounded in fact until 
an independent investigation 
took place.

“There was a time when we 
could take them at their word,” 
Wilson, a Democrat, said of federal 
offi  cials. “That time is long past.”

Oregon Attorney-General Dan 
Rayfi eld told CNN yesterday 
morning that there is co-operation 
between federal and state inves-
tigators so far but that it was too 

early to draw any conclusions.
The two shootings have drawn 

thousands of protesters in Min-
neapolis, Portland and other US 
cities, with more demonstrations 
expected over the weekend.

In Minnesota, Democratic Gov-
ernor Tim Walz has put the state’s 
National Guard on alert.

In both cases, Democratic may-
ors and governors have called on 
the Trump administration to pull 
federal offi  cers out, arguing that 
their presence is sowing chaos and 
needlessly creating tensions on the 
streets.

The US Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (ICE) offi  cer 
who shot Good was one of more 
than 2,000 federal personnel 
whom the Trump administration 
has ordered deployed to Minneap-
olis in what DHS described as the 
“largest operation” in its history.

He was identifi ed as Jonathan 
Ross, based on comments by fed-
eral offi  cials that the offi  cer had 
previously been dragged by a mi-
grant’s car during an attempted ar-
rest last summer, suff ering serious 
lacerations.

The details matched those re-
fl ected in the court records of a 
case in Bloomington, Minnesota, 
in June 2025, in which a man was 
eventually convicted of assaulting 
Ross.

The DHS has declined to con-
fi rm the offi  cer’s name.

Bystander videos of the shoot-
ing appear to show Good turning 
her wheels away from the offi  cer as 
she drives forward, while he fi res 
three shots while jumping back-
ward from the front of the car.

The fi nal two shots appear to 
be aimed through the driver’s 
side window, after the car’s front 
bumper has already passed by the 
offi  cer’s legs.

Since the killing, Trump admin-
istration offi  cials have doubled 
down on the government’s version 
of events.

Trump said on social media that 
the car “ran over” the offi  cer, while 
Vance on Thursday accused Good 
of “attacking” agents and praised 
the offi  cer for his actions.

Good’s partner, Becca Good, 
who was with her at the scene of 
the shooting on Wednesday, issued 
a statement to Minnesota Public 
Radio yesterday in which she said 
the two had “stopped to support 
our neighbours”.

“We had whistles,” she wrote. 
“They had guns.”

Minnesota 
to open own 
probe into 
ICE shooting
Reuters
Minneapolis

People pause for a minute of silence during a press conference organised by the group ‘Minneapolis Families 
for Public Schools’, in Minneapolis. – AFP

Federal agents detain a protester near the Bishop Henry Whipple Federal 
Building in Minneapolis. – AFP

President Donald Trump’s 
administration said on 
Thursday that it was cre-

ating a new division at the US 
Department of Justice (DOJ) to 
combat what the White House 
called “rampant” fraud across 
the country.

Rights advocates and critics 
have said the Trump administra-
tion has used fraud allegations as 
an excuse to target immigrants 
and political opponents.

They have also dismissed 
Trump’s ability to tackle fraud, 
citing pardons from Trump to 
those who have faced fraud con-
victions in the past.

“To combat the rampant and 
pervasive problem of fraud in 
the United States, the DOJ’s 
new division for national fraud 
enforcement will enforce the 
federal criminal and civil laws 
against fraud targeting federal 
government programmes, feder-
ally funded benefi ts, businesses, 
nonprofi ts and private citizens 
nationwide,” the White House 
said in a statement.

In recent weeks, the Trump 
administration has singled out 
Minnesota, alleging rampant 
fraud is being committed by im-
migrants in the welfare system 
and social-service programmes.

Trump administration offi  cials 
have frequently and sharply at-
tacked the state’s Somali commu-

nity, the largest in the country.
Rights and immigration ad-

vocates say Trump has exagger-
ated isolated examples and used 
those to engage in what they 
called federal overreach.

The assistant attorney-gen-
eral for the new Justice Depart-
ment division will be responsi-
ble for leading the department’s 
eff orts to investigate, prosecute 
and remedy fraud aff ecting the 
federal government, federally 
funded programmes and private 
citizens, the White House said.

The White House said the of-
fi cial will advise the US attor-
ney-general and deputy attor-
ney-general “on issues involving 
signifi cant, high-impact fraud 
investigations and prosecutions 
and related policy matters”.

Earlier this week, the Trump 
administration said it would 
freeze more than $10bn in fed-
eral childcare and family as-
sistance funds to California, 
Colorado, Illinois, Minnesota 
and New York, citing what the 
administration called fraud con-
cerns.

The states later sued the 
Trump administration.

The administration has 
threatened federal funding cuts 
to organisations and states over 
a number of issues ranging from 
alleged fraud in programmes in 
states governed by Democrats 
to diversity initiatives and pro-
Palestinian university protests 
against US ally Israel’s assault on 
Gaza.

Trump administration 
creating new DOJ 
division to tackle fraud
Reuters
Washington

Luigi Mangione, accused of gunning down a health insurance 
executive, was in federal court yesterday in a hearing over 
whether he should face the possibility of the death penalty 

if convicted.
Mangione, 27, is accused of fatally shooting Brian Thompson, 

who was chief executive of UnitedHealth Group’s health insurance 
unit, on a sidewalk in Midtown Manhattan in December 2024.

Public officials condemned the assassination, but Mangione be-
came something of a folk hero to some critics of steep US health-
care costs and insurer practices.

Mangione, dressed in prison garb for yesterday’s hearing, was 
escorted by law enforcement into a courtroom packed with ob-
servers. 

He previously pleaded not guilty to federal murder, stalking and 
weapons charges and has been behind bars while awaiting trial.

At the hearing before US District Judge Margaret Garnett in 
Manhattan, Mangione’s lawyers argued that a charge of murder 
with a firearm – the only one that carries the possibility of the 
death penalty – should be dismissed because prosecutors did not 
meet the legal requirements for such a charge.

Garnett is separately weighing Mangione’s bid to throw out the 
indictment altogether and bar prosecutors from seeking the death 
penalty because they allegedly violated his constitutional rights.

New York’s death penalty was declared unconstitutional in 
2004, but the ban applies in state, not federal cases.

Mangione also faces state-level criminal charges, including 
murder, and could be sentenced to life in prison if convicted.

No trial date has been set in either case. – Reuters

Mangione, accused of killing 
health insurance chief, 
fights death penalty charge

Humanoid robots danced, somersaulted, 
dealt blackjack and played ping-pong at 
the Consumer Electronics Show (CES) 

this week, but some in the industry are impa-
tient for them to become more useful, not just a 
promise of things to come.

As robots take their usual spotlight at the 
annual CES gadget fest, insiders caution that 
making them truly like humans will take several 
more years and require lots of training.

To become autonomous, humanoid robots 
need artifi cial intelligence (AI) that translates 
what is seen and heard into actions, which is be-
yond the scope of today’s large language models 
that power tools like ChatGPT.

Training a large language model relies on 
massive amounts of data – mainly vacuumed up 
from the Internet – that is of little use when it 
comes to human-like robots seeking to be use-
ful in the kitchen or on a factory fl oor.

“If you want (robots) to learn embodied 
things, you have to put them inside a body,” said 
Henny Admoni, an associate professor at the 
robotics institute at Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity.

Humanoid Guide founder Christian Rokseth, 
who specialises in the technology, likened the 
situation to locking a child in a room and ex-

pecting it to learn about the world.
Even if the pace of development accelerated 

last year, particularly on the hardware side, he 
expressed a degree of impatience about innova-
tion.

“They’ve shown robots dancing and doing 
kung fu; now show us that they can be produc-
tive,” Rokseth said.

EngineAI founder Evan Yao told AFP that the 
Shenzhen-based company is working with tech 
titans such as Amazon and Meta to give its crea-
tions AI brains.

“We are trying to simulate humans, but the 

robots will never become human,” he told AFP 
as one of his robots kicked in his direction. “Be-
cause a human is emotional and much more.”

Nearby, Yiran Sui was part of a Robotera 
team whose humanoid robot, developed for 
researchers, is training to complete the Beijing 
marathon a few months from now.

According to the Consumer Technology As-
sociation that runs the CES, the robotics indus-
try is showing dynamism and potential.

It projects the global market will hit $179bn 
by 2030.

The bulk of that growth is expected in facto-
ries, warehouses and other business operations, 
where robots – not necessarily humanoid ones 
– work in controlled environments.

However, for Artem Sokolov, founder of the 
Humanoid robotics startup based in London, 
humans work in factories so robots copying 
their bodies can thrive there too.

Given the training limitations, industry 
trackers advise caution when it comes to com-
panies claiming to have humanoid robots that 
can operate without fl esh-and-blood managers 
overseeing them.

“There has been a ton of new companies 
claiming that they are developing autonomous 
humanoid robots,” Admoni told AFP.

However, “these systems tend to be teleoper-
ated; you have a person in a suit or using con-
trollers and every movement of that person is 
then translated into the robot”.

Dancing isn’t enough: industry pushes for practical robots
By Glenn Chapman
AFP

The Beatbot RoboTurtle ‘Turtini’ prototype 
swimming turtle robot for monitoring water 
quality, studying wildlife and assisting disaster 
response is demonstrated during the annual 
Consumer Electronics Show. – AFP

Nasa crewmembers at 
the International Space 
Station (ISS) will return 

to Earth within days after an 
astronaut suffered a health is-
sue, the US space agency said 
on Thursday, the first such 
medical evacuation in the or-
bital lab’s history.

Offi  cials did not provide de-
tails of the medical event but 
said the unidentifi ed crewmem-
ber is stable.

They said it did not result 
from any kind of injury onboard 
or from ISS operations.

Nasa chief medical offi  cer 
James Polk said “lingering risk” 
and a “lingering question as to 
what that diagnosis is” led to the 
decision to return early.

Offi  cials insisted it was not an 
emergency evacuation.

The four astronauts on Nasa-
SpaceX Crew 11 – US members 
Mike Fincke and Zena Card-
man along with Japan’s Kimiya 
Yui and Russia’s Oleg Platonov 
– would return within the com-
ing days to one of the routine 
splashdown sites.

Amit Kshatriya, a National 
Aeronautics and Space Admin-
istration (Nasa) associate ad-
ministrator, said it was the “fi rst 
time we’ve done a controlled 
medical evacuation from the ve-
hicle. So that is unusual”.

He said the crew deployed 
their “onboarding training” to 
“manage unexpected medical 
situations”.

“Yesterday was a textbook ex-

ample of that training in action. 
Once the situation on the station 
stabilised, careful deliberations 
led us to the decision to return 
Crew 11... while ensuring mini-
mal operational impact to ongo-
ing work aboard.”

The four astronauts set to re-
turn have been on their mission 
since August 1.

Such journeys generally last 
approximately six months, and 
this crew was already due to re-
turn in the coming weeks.

Offi  cials indicated it was pos-
sible the next US mission could 
depart to the ISS earlier than 
scheduled, but did not provide 
specifi cs.

Chris Williams, who launched 
on a Russian mission to the sta-
tion, will stay onboard to main-
tain US presence.

Russians Sergey Kud-Sver-
chkov and Sergei Mikaev are also 
there.

Nasa had previously said it 
was postponing a spacewalk 
planned for Thursday due to the 
medical issue.

Astronauts Fincke and Card-
man were to carry out the ap-
proximately 6.5-hour spacewalk 
to perform power upgrade work.

Continuously inhabited since 
2000, the ISS functions as a 
testbed for research that sup-
ports deeper space exploration 
– including eventual missions to 
Mars.

The ISS is set to be decommis-
sioned after 2030, with its orbit 
gradually lowered until it breaks 
up in the atmosphere over a re-
mote part of the Pacifi c Ocean 
called Point Nemo, a spacecraft 
graveyard.

Space crew to return early 
due to medical issue
AFP
Washington

The head of the North At-
lantic Treaty Organisation 
(Nato)’s forces in Europe, US 

General Alexus Grynkewich, said 
yesterday that the military alliance 
was far from being in “a crisis”, fol-
lowing President Donald Trump’s 
threats to bring Greenland under 
US control.

“There’s been no impact on my 
work at the military level up to this 
point... I would just say that we’re 
ready to defend every inch of alli-
ance territory still today,” Grynke-
wich told reporters during a visit 
to Finland. “So I see us as far from 

being in a crisis right now.”
Grynkewich’s comments fol-

lowed Trump repeatedly stating 
that he wants US control of the au-
tonomous Danish territory.

Trump has not ruled out the 
use of military force to acquire the 
strategically located Arctic island 
with a population of 57,000.

In an interview with the New 
York Times published on Thursday, 
Trump was asked if his priority 
was preserving the Nato military 
alliance or acquiring Greenland, 
and he told the newspaper: “It may 
be a choice.”

Asked by a reporter about 
Trump’s statement, Grynkewich 
said he did not wish to comment 
on whether Nato would survive 
without the US.

Trump has long talked about ac-
quiring Greenland but has ramped 
up his threats since the US military 
operation to topple Venezuela’s 
ruler Nicolas Maduro last week.

US Secretary of State Marco 
Rubio is due to meet offi  cials from 
Denmark and Greenland.

Washington already has a mili-
tary presence in Greenland – the 
Pituffi  k base, which dates from 

World War II when the United 
States sent forces to defend Green-
land after Denmark fell to Nazi 
Germany.

Some 150 personnel are perma-
nently stationed at the base, but 
the United States stationed up to 
6,000 troops across Greenland 
during the Cold War, largely out of 
concerns that any Soviet missile 
would cross the island on its way to 
North America.

Under a 1951 treaty, the United 
States could simply notify Den-
mark it is again sending more 
troops. – AFP

Nato ‘far from being in a crisis’ over Greenland
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US President Donald Trump said yes-
terday that he called off  a second 
wave of attacks on Venezuela after 

the government, whose leftist president 
was removed by Washington, began releas-
ing prisoners.

“This is a very important and smart ges-
ture. The U.S.A. and Venezuela are work-
ing well together, especially as it pertains 
to rebuilding, in a much bigger, better, and 
more modern form, their oil and gas infra-
structure,” Trump write on Truth Social. 
“Because of this co-operation, I have can-
celed the previously expected second Wave 
of Attacks, which looks like it will not be 
needed, however, all ships will stay in place 
for safety and security purpose.”

He made the comments as he prepared 
to meet major oil corporations that he said 
will invest at least $100bn in Venezuela, 
which has the world’s largest oil reserves.

Trump was implicitly making clear that 
he is ready again to use force to get his way 
in Venezuela, which he has vowed to force 
to enrich the United States, especially oil 
companies.

“Venezuela is releasing large numbers 
of political prisoners as a sign of ‘Seeking 
Peace’,” Trump wrote.

The United States also announced yes-
terday that it had seized another tanker 
near Venezuela as it enforces an embargo on 
its oil, which makes Washington the undis-
puted power on its key export (see accom-
panying report above).

Venezuela began releasing prisoners on 
Thursday in the fi rst such gesture since 
US forces removed and detained President 
Nicolas Maduro in a deadly January 3 raid, 
with his deputy Delcy Rodriguez taking 
over.

Former Venezuelan opposition candidate 
Enrique Marquez – who opposed Maduro in 
the contested 2024 presidential election – 
was among those released on Thursday.

“It’s all over now,” Marquez said in a vid-
eo taken by a local journalist of him and his 
wife, accompanied by another released op-
position member, Biagio Pilieri.

The White House quickly took credit for 
winning the prisoners’ freedom.

Trump had earlier played down democ-
racy as a motivating factor for the attack, 
despite years of the United States saying 
that Maduro was illegitimate elections were 
fi lled with fraud.

However, Trump said he would meet next 
week with Venezuelan opposition leader 
Maria Corina Machado, whom he earlier 
brushed aside as a “very nice woman” who 
lacked the “respect” to lead Venezuela.

“I understand she’s coming in next week 
sometime, and I look forward to saying hel-
lo to her,” Trump told Fox News host Sean 
Hannity in an interview.

Trump had earlier voiced jealousy that 
Machado won the latest Nobel Peace Prize 
and said he deserved it.

She responded by dedicating it to him.
Interim leader Rodriguez’s brother, par-

liament speaker Jorge Rodriguez, said that 
“a large number of Venezuelan and foreign 
nationals” were being immediately freed 
for the sake of “peaceful coexistence”.

Renowned Spanish-Venezuelan activist 
Rocio San Miguel was among fi ve Spanish 
citizens freed, according to Spain’s foreign 
ministry.

She was imprisoned since February 2024 
over a purported plot to assassinate Madu-
ro, which she denied.

On Tuesday, Trump had told Republican 
lawmakers that Rodriguez’s administration 
was closing a “torture chamber” in Caracas 
but gave no further details.

Venezuelan rights non-governmental or-

ganisation Foro Penal estimates more than 
800 political prisoners are in the country’s 
jails.

Maduro was seized in a raid accompanied 
by airstrikes, operations that left 100 peo-
ple dead, according to Caracas.

US forces took Maduro and his wife Cilia 
Flores to New York to face trial on drugs 
charges.

Trump said the US would “run” the Car-
ibbean country for a transitional period and 
tap into its oil reserves for years.

Delcy Rodriguez insisted on Thursday 
that her country was “not subordinate or 
subjugated”.

“Nobody surrendered. There was fi ght-
ing for the homeland” when the US forces 
attacked, she said during a ceremony for 
the Venezuelans killed.

Trump announced a plan earlier this 
week for the United States to sell between 
30mn-50mn barrels of Venezuelan crude, 
with Caracas then using the money to buy 
US-made products.

On the streets of Caracas, opinions were 
mixed.

“I feel we’ll have more opportunities if 
the oil is in the hands of the United States 
than in the hands of the government,” said 
Jose Antonio Blanco, 26.

Trump says he called off  new attack 
after Venezuela prisoner release
AFP/Reuters
Caracas/Washington

People react to the news that some of the prisoners at the Rodeo jail in Guatire, 
Venezuela, will be released, hoping that their relatives are among them, after the 
president of the Venezuelan National Assembly, Jorge Rodriguez, announced that a 
significant number of foreign and Venezuelan prisoners will be freed. – Reuters

The United States said yesterday 
that it seized another tanker that 
tried to break an American naval 

blockade aimed at preventing sanctioned 
vessels from going to or departing Vene-
zuela, the fi fth ship apprehended in recent 
weeks.

Washington has deployed a huge naval 
force in the Caribbean, striking alleged 
drug-traffi  cking boats, seizing tankers 
and carrying out a stunning operation to 
capture Venezuela’s leftist leader.

The latest vessel seized was the Olina, 
which US Homeland Security Secretary 
Kristi Noem said was “another ‘ghost 
fl eet’ tanker ship suspected of carrying 

embargoed oil” that “departed Venezuela 
attempting to evade US forces”.

“The ghost fl eets will not outrun jus-
tice. They will not hide under false claims 
of nationality,” Noem wrote on X, saying 
the Coast Guard carried out the seizure.

The Olina, which according to pub-
lic shipping database Equasis was falsely 
fl ying the fl ag of Timor Leste, previously 
sailed from Venezuela and had returned 
to the region, said an industry source with 
direct knowledge of the matter.

US Southern Command (SOUTH-
COM), which is responsible for American 

forces in the region, said US Marines and 
Navy personnel also took part in the op-
eration, launching from the USS Gerald R 
Ford, the world’s largest aircraft carrier.

“Once again, our joint interagency 
forces sent a clear message this morning: 
‘There is no safe haven for criminals,’” 
SOUTHCOM said in a post on X that in-
cluded a video clip showing US forces 
roping down from a helicopter and taking 
control of the ship.

President Donald Trump said last 
month that he had ordered a “blockade” 
of sanctioned oil vessels heading to and 

from Venezuela, and American forces 
have taken control of fi ve ships since then, 
including three this week.

The US imposed sanctions on the Olina 
in January last year, when it was named 
the Minerva M, for what Washington said 
was it being part of the so-called shadow 
fl eet of ships that sail with little regulation 
or known insurance.

The M Sophia, another of the tankers 
that was part of a fl otilla of a dozen vessels 
that left Venezuela earlier this month, was 
seized by US forces earlier this week.

Three vessels – Skylyn, Min Hang and 

Merope – all fully loaded and part of the 
same fl otilla that left last week, sailed 
back to Venezuelan waters on Thursday, 
according to the industry source.

Seven additional tankers from that fl o-
tilla, also fully loaded, were set to return 
to Venezuelan waters this weekend, a 
source said.

All of the oil on board these 10 tankers is 
owned by Venezuelan state producer PD-
VSA, the person added.

PDVSA did not immediately respond to 
a request for comment.

It was unclear whether Washington 
would take action on the other tankers sail-
ing towards Venezuela. – AFP/Reuters

US says it has seized another tanker in Caribbean

World food prices declined 
for a fourth consecu-
tive month in December, 

mostly pressured by dairy, meat 
and vegetable oil prices, marking 
the lowest average since January 
2025, the United Nations’ Food and 
Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 
said yesterday.

The FAO Food Price Index, 
which tracks a basket of globally 
traded food commodities, aver-
aged 124.3 points in December, 
down from 125.1 in November and 

2.3% lower than a year earlier.
For the full 2025 year, the index 

averaged 127.2 points, up 4.3% 
from 2024, as higher world prices 
for vegetable oils and dairy prod-
ucts outweighed declines in cereal 
and sugar quotations.

The dairy index declined by 4.4% 
in December, driven by a steep drop 
in butter prices following increased 
cream availability in Europe.

However, for 2025 as a whole, 
dairy prices averaged 13.2% above 
2024, refl ecting strong import de-

mand and limited exportable sup-
plies earlier in the year.

Meat prices dipped 1.3% last 
month, led by falls in bovine and 
poultry categories, but the full-
year index remained 5.1% above 
the previous year’s value, sup-
ported by strong global demand 
and uncertainty linked to animal 
diseases and geopolitical ten-
sions, the FAO said.

Vegetable oil prices eased 0.2% 
in December to a six-month low, 
as weaker soy, rapeseed and sun-

fl ower oil quotations off set gains 
in palm oil.

For the whole of 2025, the veg-
etable oil index averaged 17.1% 
higher than in 2024, reaching a 
three-year high amid tight global 
supplies.

The FAO Cereal Price Index 
rose 1.7% in December with wheat 
supported by renewed concerns 
over Black Sea export fl ows, and 
maize buoyed by strong ethanol 
production in both Brazil and the 
United States.

For the whole of 2025, the ce-
real index averaged 4.9% below its 
2024 level, its third consecutive 
annual decline and the lowest an-
nual average since 2020.

Sugar prices rose 2.4% in De-
cember after three consecutive 
monthly declines, mainly due 
to lower production in Brazil’s 
southern regions.

The sugar index reached a fi ve-
year low for 2025, down 17% from 
2024, as global supplies remained 
plentiful. – Reuters

World food prices dip in December but still up in 2025: FAO

Pope Leo XIV warned yesterday that 
war was “back in vogue” and high-
lighted the “ambition of belligerents”, 

as his own country the United States fl exes 
its military muscles.

In a New Year’s message to 184 diplomats 
accredited to the Vatican, his fi rst since be-
coming head of the world’s 1.4bn Catho-
lics last May, Leo lamented the weakness 
of multilateralism, saying that dialogue is 
being replaced by a “diplomacy based on 
force”.

He did not name the US but said rising 
tensions in the Caribbean and Pacifi c are 
“cause for serious concern”, particularly 
in Venezuela – where US forces recently 
seized the president.

Referring to the capture by US forces of 
Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro on 
the orders of President Donald Trump last 
weekend, the Pope called for world govern-
ments to “respect the will” of the Venezue-
lan people going forward.

Nations must “safeguard the human and 
civil rights” of Venezuelans, Leo added.

His comments were part of an address 
that is sometimes called the Pope’s “state 
of the world” speech.

It was the fi rst given by Leo, who was 
elected following the death of Pope Francis.

Both the US and Venezuelan ambas-
sadors to the Holy See were among those 
present for the event.

The Pope was speaking just hours after 
US President Donald Trump said that land 
operations against drug cartels were on the 
way following maritime attacks in the east-

ern Pacifi c Ocean and Caribbean Sea.
Leo issued an appeal “to respect the will 

of the Venezuelan people, and to safeguard 
the human and civil rights of all”, following 
Trump’s suggestion the US could eff ec-
tively control Venezuela – and its vast oil 
reserves – for years.

The Pope’s address rounded up a year of 
increasing global tension, from the Russia-
Ukraine war to US strikes in several coun-
tries, and rising fears in Europe of a possible 
US takeover of Greenland.

The Pope warned that the principle 
established after World War II by which 
countries cannot use force to violate the 
borders of others “has been completely un-
dermined”.

Diplomacy based on dialogue “is being 
replaced by a diplomacy based on force, by 
either individuals or groups of allies”.

“War is back in vogue and a zeal for war is 
spreading,” he said.

The Pope said that peace is being “sought 
through weapons as a condition for assert-
ing one’s own dominion”.

“This gravely threatens the rule of law, 
which is the foundation of all peaceful civil 
coexistence,” he said.

The Chicago-born Pontiff  said that ad-
hering to international law is “a commit-
ment that states have made”, and it “must 
always prevail over the ambitions of bellig-
erents”.

The destruction of hospitals, energy in-
frastructure, homes and places essential to 
daily life is “a serious violation” of interna-
tional humanitarian law, he said.

Leo urged the international community to 
remember that protecting human dignity and 
the sanctity of life “always counts for more 

than any mere national interest”, he said.
The Pontiff  pointed to the “weakness of 

multilateralism” as “a particular cause for 
concern”.

He said its purpose is to provide a place 
where people could meet and talk, mod-
elled on the ancient Roman Forum or medi-
aeval town square.

However, it is diffi  cult to talk “when 
words lose their connection to reality, and 
reality itself becomes debatable and ulti-
mately incommunicable”.

“Rediscovering the meaning of words is 
perhaps one of the primary challenges of 
our time,” he said.

Leo also warned of the “danger of re-
turning to the race of producing ever more 
sophisticated new weapons”, particularly 
those that use artifi cial intelligence (AI).

Recalling ongoing confl icts around the 
world, the Pope repeated his support for a 
two-state solution in the Middle East, and 
lamented rising violence in the occupied 
West Bank.

“Sadly, there has been an increase in 
violence in the West Bank against the Pal-
estinian civilian population, which has 
the right to live in peace in its own land,” 
he said.

Leo, formerly the US Cardinal Robert 
Prevost, served as a missionary in Peru for 
decades before becoming pope.

He has previously criticised some of 
Trump’s policies, in particular on immigra-
tion, but did not mention the US president 
by name in yesterday’s speech.

Leo had shown a more muted, diplomatic 
tone in the fi rst eight months of his papacy 
compared to his predecessor Francis, who 
often grabbed headlines with off -the-cuff  
comments.

‘War is back in vogue,’ Pope Leo says in speech to diplomats
AFP/Reuters
Vatican City

This photo taken and issued by the Vatican shows Pope Leo XIV arriving for the meeting 
with members of the diplomatic corps accredited to the Holy See. – AFP

Experts 
say oceans 
‘soaked up’ 
record 
heat levels 
in 2025

The world’s oceans absorbed 
a record amount of heat in 
2025, an international team 

of scientists said yesterday, fur-
ther priming conditions for sea 
level rise, violent storms, and coral 
death.

The heat that has accumulated 
in the oceans last year increased by 
approximately 23 zettajoules – an 
amount equivalent to nearly four 
decades of global primary energy 
consumption.

This fi nding – published in the 
journal Advances in Atmospheric 
Sciences – was the highest reading 
of any year since modern record 
keeping began in the early 1950s, 
researchers said.

To derive these calculations, 
more than 50 scientists from 31 re-
search institutions used multiple 
sources including a thousands-
strong fl eet of fl oating robots that 
track ocean changes to depths of 
2,000m.

Peering into the depths, rather 
than fl uctuations at the surface, 
provides a better indicator of how 
oceans are responding to “sus-
tained pressure” from humanity’s 
emissions, said study co-author 
Karina von Schuckmann.

“The picture is clear: results 
for 2025 confi rm that the ocean 
continues to warm,” von Schuck-
mann, an oceanographer from 
French research institute Merca-
tor Ocean International, told AFP.

Oceans are a key regulator of 
Earth’s climate because they soak 
up 90% of the excess heat in the 
atmosphere caused by humanity’s 
release of greenhouse gases like 
carbon dioxide.

All that additional energy has a 
powerful knock-on eff ect.

Warmer oceans increase mois-
ture in the atmosphere, providing 
fuel for tropical cyclones and de-
structive rainfall.

Hotter seas also directly contrib-
ute to sea level rise – water expands 
when it warms up – and make 
conditions unbearable for tropical 
reefs, whose corals perish during 
prolonged marine heatwaves.

“As long as the Earth continues 
to accumulate heat, ocean heat 
content will keep rising, sea level 
will rise and new records will be 
set,” said von Schuckmann.

Ocean warming is not uniform, 
with some areas warming faster 
than others.

The tropical oceans, the South 
Atlantic, the Mediterranean, the 
northern Indian Ocean, and the 
Southern Ocean were among wa-
ters that absorbed record amounts 
of heat in 2025.

This occurred even as aver-
age sea surface temperatures de-
creased slightly in 2025 – yet still 
remained the third-highest value 
ever measured.

This decrease is explained by 
the shift from a powerful, warm-
ing El Nino event in 2023-2024 to 
La Nina-type conditions generally 
associated with a temporary cool-
ing of the ocean surface.

In the long term, the rate of 
ocean warming is accelerating due 
to a sustained increase in green-
house gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere caused mainly by 
burning fossil fuels.

As long as global warming is not 
addressed and the amount of heat 
trapped in the atmosphere keeps 
rising, oceans will keep breaking 
records, the researchers said.

“The greatest uncertainty in 
the climate system is no long-
er the physics, but the choic-
es humanity makes,” said von 
Schuckmann. “Rapid emission 
reductions can still limit future 
impacts and help safeguard a cli-
mate in which societies and eco-
systems can thrive.”

AFP
Brest, France
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AFP
Ho Chi Minh City

Over the whine of buzzsaws 
and the steady whir of sand-
ers, hundreds of Vietnamese 

workers in a factory outside Ho Chi 
Minh City hustle to fi ll orders for 
high-end furniture.

It will adorn luxury hotels and 
residences across the Middle East, 
Europe and the US, where the Viet-
nam-based Jonathan Charles furni-
ture company has largely shrugged 
off  US President Donald Trump’s 
tariff s.

The US orders that account for 
more than half of the fi rm’s business 

remained steady in 2025, its CEO 
said this week, validating an ear-
lier prediction his operation would 
weather the tariff s.

“My initial reaction was panic for 
one hour,” chief executive Jonathan 
Sowter said of the 20% across-the-
board tariff s announced by Wash-
ington in July.

“But after thinking about it for 
a while, I realised it’s a level play-
ing fi eld. All my competitors are in 
Asia,” he said in November.

“Just adding 20% tariff s on Vi-
etnamese products doesn’t mean 
America can make it cheaper than 
Vietnam. America will be double the 
price or triple the price to make what 
we make.” 

Vietnam has proved surprisingly 
resilient in spite of US levies many 
feared would crush its export-ori-
ented growth model.

It saw a 28% surge in exports to 
the US last year while its trade sur-
plus swelled to $134bn, according to 
offi  cial fi gures released this week.

Its economy grew at 8%, beating 
analyst expectations and likely out-
pacing the rest of Asia, according to 
HSBC.

“Although Vietnam was widely 
expected to be one of the econo-
mies with high tariff  risks, its trade 
was not disrupted, but ballooned to 
a record high instead,” the bank’s 
Asean economist Yun Liu said in 
a note to clients. “Despite facing a 

20% headline tariff  from the US, 
Vietnam captured even more mar-
ket share for certain goods, such as 
footwear, textiles and consumer 
electronics.” Not all Vietnamese 
manufacturers have been left un-
scathed. Lower-end producers with 
smaller margins in particular have 
suff ered, with some announcing 
lay-off s or scaling back operations.

Thanh Cong Group, which sup-
plies major clothing brands such as 
Adidas and Lacoste, said its ship-
ments to the US had dipped last 
year, although it would not say by 
how much.

But producers of electronics, a 
sector in which foreign multina-
tionals such as Samsung and Apple 

dominate the market, have seen a 
surge in US shipments, according to 
Liu and other analysts.

Seafood and agricultural suppli-
ers also saw modest export growth 
despite tariff  uncertainty, according 
to offi  cial fi gures.

Coff ee sellers Eatu Cafe said they 
had seen a surge in US orders.

“There was a brief period of hesi-
tation when Trump announced the 
20% tariff ,” said the company’s di-
rector Tran Dinh Trong.

But US orders soon picked back 
up, he said, adding “our coopera-
tive is optimistic and seeing positive 
signs to export to the US”.

Vietnam emerged as a major win-
ner from Trump’s fi rst trade war in 

2018, receiving a fl ood of invest-
ment from Chinese manufacturers 
seeking to avoid US tariff s.

But the widening trade surplus 
with Washington put Hanoi in 
Trump’s crosshairs when he re-en-
tered the White House in 2025.

His “Liberation Day” announce-
ment of 46% tariff s on Vietnam-
ese imports shocked the country in 
April, even though they were later 
negotiated down to 20% for most 
goods. The Trump administration 
has said products illegally trans-
shipped from China via a third 
country will face a 40% levy, al-
though it has yet to defi ne trans-
shipment and negotiations on a fi nal 
US-Vietnam trade deal are ongoing.

Vietnam shrugs off  Trump tariff s as US exports surge

South Korea’s former
president Yoon faces 
possible death penalty
over martial law bid
Reuters
Seoul

A South Korean court trying 
former  president Yoon Suk-
yeol on revolt  charges put off  

a sentencing request till next week 
after a marathon session yesterday, 
in a case that could give him the 
death penalty over his failed martial 
law bid in 2024.

Yoon, who is accused of mas-
terminding a revolt,  could face the 
death penalty or life in prison under 
South Korean law if found guilty. 
South Korea has not executed a 
death-row inmate since 1997, al-
though it has not abolished the 
death penalty.

A special prosecutor had been 
expected to make their request for 
a sentence to the Seoul Central Dis-
trict Court for Yoon and seven other 
defendants yesterday but the court 
decided to resume proceedings on 
January 13 after  more than 12 hours 
of arguments.

Prosecutors have alleged that 
Yoon and then-defence minister, 
Kim Yong-hyun, began devising a 
scheme as far back as October 2023 
to suspend parliament and assume 
legislative powers.

Prosecutors accuse Yoon  of seek-
ing to brand his political opponents 
- including then-opposition leader 
 Lee Jae Myung - as “anti-state forc-
es” and to detain them.

They have said Yoon and Kim also 
tried to manufacture a pretext for 
martial law by escalating tensions 
with North Korea through a covert 
drone operation.

While the botched bid to impose 
martial law lasted only about six 

hours, it sent shockwaves through 
South Korea, which is Asia’s fourth-
largest economy, a key US security 
ally and was long considered one of 
Asia’s most resilient democracies.

Yoon, 65, has denied the charg-
es. The conservative former ca-
reer prosecutor has argued he had 
the powers as president to declare 
martial law and that his action was 
aimed at sounding the alarm over 
opposition parties’ obstruction  of 
government.

Dressed in a dark suit and white 
shirt and appearing noticeably thin-
ner than at the start of the trial in 
February, Yoon sat with the  seven 
other defendants including Kim and 
legal counsel.

The session opened earlier than 
usual for the defence arguments, 
followed by the prosecutors’ fi nal 
arguments and sentencing requests 
relating to each of the defendants.

But by late yesterday evening, 
defence lawyers were still hours 
away from fi nishing their argu-
ments, prompting the court to set a 
new session for January 13. In South 
Korea, the  court rules whether to 
convict a defendant and sets the 
sentence. The court is expected to 
rule in February, capping more than 
a year of political upheaval follow-
ing Yoon’s martial law declaration 
on December 3, 2024, which was 
revoked within hours after lawmak-
ers scaled fences to break through a 
security cordon around the National 
Assembly to vote.

Yoon was later impeached and 
removed from offi  ce by the Consti-
tutional Court and a snap presiden-
tial election in June last year brought 
liberal-leaning Lee Jae Myung to 
power.

An aerial view of the collapsed landfill in Binaliw, Cebu City, Philippines, yesterday.

Two dead, dozens missing after
Philippine dump site collapse
AFP
Cebu, Philippines

Rescue workers yesterday 
searched for dozens of peo-
ple buried under a moun-

tain of garbage that collapsed at a 
landfi ll in the central Philippines, 
killing at least two.

About 50 sanitation workers 
were buried when the towering 
pile of refuse toppled onto them 
at Binaliw Landfi ll, a privately 
operated facility in Cebu City, on 
Thursday.

“There are signs of life,” Cebu 
mayor Nestor Archival told a news 
briefi ng yesterday, adding that 
hundreds of rescuers already on 
site would be joined by “another 
500” for search eff orts he expect-
ed to last through to tomorrow.

Rita Cogay, who operates a 
compactor at the site, said she 
had stepped outside to get a drink 
of water just moments before the 
building where she had been in 
was crushed.

“I thought a helicopter had 
crashed. But when I turned, it 
was the garbage and the building 
coming down. I ran to safety,” the 
49-year-old said. Cogay said she 
watched as a co-worker who had 
been “calling out to me” from the 
wreckage was pulled free.

Rescuers were limited in what 
equipment they could use because 
any sparks threatened to ignite 
methane gas emitted by the land-
fi ll, Archival said.

The recovery of the body of a 
25-year-old engineer brought the 
confi rmed death toll to two, the 
mayor said in an early evening 

post on his Facebook page, adding 
36 remained missing.

At least 12 employees have been 
pulled alive from the garbage and 
hospitalised.

Jason Morata, a city assistant 
public information offi  cer, said 
the trash mountain “must be four 
storeys high”.

Aerial photos released by police 
showed what appeared to be mul-
tiple structures crushed under the 
weight of the garbage.

Morata said the buildings had 
housed “company offi  ces, HR, 
admin, maintenance staff ” for a 
private fi rm that ran the site.

“We’re considering several fac-
tors. If you remember, Cebu was 
struck by two typhoons in the 
latter part of 2025... and also an 
earthquake,” he said.

Morata added that information 

was emerging in a trickle because 
there was “no signal” at the dump 
site.

The landfi ll “processes 1,000 
tonnes of municipal solid waste 
daily”, according to the website of 
operator Prime Integrated Waste 
Solutions.

Calls to the company went un-
answered yesterday. “We don’t 
know what caused the collapse. It 
wasn’t raining at all,” said Marge 
Parcotello, a civilian staff  mem-
ber of the police department in 
Consolacion, a town that shares 
a common boundary with the 
dump site. “Many of the victims 
are from Consolacion,” she said. 
More than 200 people were killed 
in July 2000 when an avalanche 
of garbage consumed a Manila 
shanty town populated by several 
thousand scavengers.

Some whales restrand at New Zealand’s Farewell Spit, six die

Reuters
Auckland

Fifteen whales restranded and six 
have died after  a mass stranding 
at  Farewell Spit  on the coast 
of New Zealand’s South Island, 
conservation group Project Jonah 
said yesterday,  as volunteers 
prepared to attempt to refloat them.
On Thursday, 55 whales were 
stranded in two locations in 
Farewell Spit, a 26km sandbar 
 at the northern tip of the South 
Island. Most of them  were 
refloated.
Project Jonah, in a  statement on 
Facebook, said teams had been 
checking beaches across Golden 
Bay, where Farewell Spit is located, 
for other stranded whales and 
are working to keep the surviving 
animals cool and comfortable until 
the  afternoon high tide.
“These  whales have restranded 
along the high-tide line, which 
 adds to the complexity of the 
refloat,” Project Jonah said in an 
update. People try to rescue a pod of whales stranded on the shore at Farewell Spit, in Golden Bay, New Zealand.

US to provide $45mn help
to Cambodia, Thailand

Reuters
Washington

The US will provide $45mn 
in assistance to Cambodia 
and Thailand, the senior 

US diplomat for East Asia said 
yesterday during a  visit to the re-
gion, to help solidify President 
 Donald Trump’s peace-making 
eff orts between  the two.

“The US will continue to sup-
port the Cambodian and Thai 
governments as they implement 
the Kuala Lumpur Peace Accords 
and pave the way for  a return to 
peace, prosperity, and stability 
for their people and the region,” 
Michael DeSombre, the US as-
sistant secretary for East Asia, 
said in a statement.

A senior state department of-
fi cial said DeSombre would meet 
senior Thai and Cambodian offi  -
cials in Bangkok and Phnom Penh 

today to discuss implementation 
of the peace accords “and broader 
eff orts to promote our shared in-
terests in a safer, stronger and 
more  prosperous Indo-Pacifi c.”

DeSombre said the US,  which 
has slashed its global foreign as-
sistance programmes under 
Trump, would provide $15mn for 
border stabilisation to help com-
munities recover and to support 
people displaced by the recent 
confl ict, and $10mn for demining 
and clearing of unexploded ord-
nance. The US would also pro-
vide $20mn for initiatives that 
will help Cambodia and Thailand 
combat scam operations and 
drug traffi  cking, and other pro-
grammes, DeSombre said.

The Trump administration has 
made combating the so-called 
scam  centres based in Southeast 
 Asia a priority, as US citizens have 
been targeted by their fi nancial 
fraud operations.

North Korean leader Kim Jong-un has pledged to 
“unconditionally support” all of Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s policies and decisions, Pyongyang’s 
media said. North Korea has dispatched thousands of 
troops to fight for Russia, according to South Korean and 
Western intelligence agencies, as Moscow presses ahead 
with its invasion of Ukraine. In a letter shared by the 
North’s state-run Korean Central News Agency (KCNA), 
Kim said he felt “true comradely relations” from Putin and 
regarded their ties as the “most precious ones”. “Close 
cooperation” between the two countries “will continue in 
various spheres in the future”, Kim wrote.  - AFP

Japanese authorities applied an 1889 anti-duelling 
law to arrest a man over a fight that resulted in his 
opponent’s death in Tokyo’s entertainment district, police 
said yesterday. The face-off  took place on a street in 
September in the Kabukicho area of the capital after the 
suspect “and the dead man agreed to fight each other”, 
police spokesman Mitsuhiro Hirota said. Tokyo police on 
Wednesday arrested Fuzuki Asari, 26, unemployed, on 
suspicion of having “conspired with someone else” to 
have a duel and causing injury resulting in the death of 
his 30-year-old adversary, Hirota said. It was not specified 
whether any weapons were involved in the fight. - AFP

Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi is  considering 
calling a snap parliamentary  election in the  first half of 
February, the Yomiuri newspaper reported citing sources. 
The move would allow Takaichi,  Japan’s first female prime 
minister, to take advantage of the strong approval ratings 
she has enjoyed since taking off ice in October. Her tough 
stance on China has appealed  to right-wing voters but has 
sparked a major diplomatic dispute with Japan’s powerful 
Asian  neighbour. Both February 8 and February  15 are 
being considered as election dates, the Yomiuri said. 
Takaichi’s Liberal Democratic Party is in coalition with the 
right-wing Ishin party. - Reuters

Taiwan has become a “super-aged society” for the first 
time, with 20% of its shrinking population aged 65 or 
older in 2025, government data showed yesterday. 
The island of more than 23mn people faces a looming 
demographic challenge, with its population falling 
overall as well as ageing. There were 4,673,155 people 
aged 65 or older in Taiwan in 2025, or 20.06% of the 
population, according to the interior ministry. That 
means it met the World Health Organisation’s criteria 
for a super-aged society, with one in every five citizens 
aged 65 or more. The number of people aged 0-14 
accounted for 11.51% of the population. - AFP

North Korea’s Kim pledges to 
‘unconditionally support’ Putin

Japanese man arrested under
1889 law after deadly ‘duel’

Japan PM considering snap
election in February: media

Taiwan becomes ‘super-aged 
society’ in 2025, data shows
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Reuters
New Delhi

As part of a strategic push 
to grow its presence in 
India’s emerging luxury 

market, BMW has announced 
plans to launch 10 new models 
and 17 product upgrades this year

In 2025, the automaker 
achieved record-breaking sales 
of 18,001 vehicles in India, a 14% 
increase that narrowed the gap 
with market leader Mercedes-
Benz. Despite this growth, pre-
mium models continue to rep-
resent just 1% of India’s total 
annual car market, which exceeds 
4.3mn units. 

BMW Group India chief ex-
ecutive Hardeep Brar said the 
automaker plans to tackle this 
limited market penetration by 
launching more models while 
cutting manufacturing costs 
through increased local sourcing. 
BMW sources roughly half of its 
components locally (including 
seats, engines, axles and tyres) 
for Indian-made vehicles. Brar is 
working to raise this proportion, 
although he has thus far declined 
to offer specific targets.

So far, the strategy appears to 
be working — at least as far as 
electric vehicles (EVs) are con-
cerned. Local assembly of the 
iX1 model, which launched in 
2025, allowed competitive pric-

ing against internal combustion 
engine-powered equivalents and 
fuelled 200% sales growth.

Now, EVs account for more 
than a fifth of BMW’s Indian de-
liveries — up from 8% in 2024  
— prompting the automaker to 
evaluate sourcing electric motors 
locally to further reduce produc-
tion costs. Brar acknowledged 
these discussions remain at early 
stages.

Brar is also urging the govern-
ment to maintain the current 5% 
tax rate on EVs, which compares 
favourably against the 40% and 
above for internal combustion 
engine vehicles.

While EV market penetration 
remains quite low in India, he 

argues that premium buyers are 
driving the momentum. “Over-
all EV penetration in India is 
about 4% but for luxury it is 10%. 
Hence we need this long term 
strategy from the government, 
wherein the lower tax is main-
tained for a certain period of time 
till EVs can sustain on their own.”

More than one-third of BMW’s 
planned 2026 launches will arrive 
under the Mini brand as the auto-
maker pursues growth momen-
tum across multiple segments. 
The company delivered 17,271 
BMW and 730 Mini vehicles in 
2025, with long-wheelbase mod-
els proving particularly popular 
among Indian consumers, con-
tributing 50% of sales.

BMW plans 10 models for Indian market

RBI ‘considering
fresh steps to
help exporters
hit by US tariff s’
Reuters
New Delhi

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) 
is exploring alternative meas-
ures to support exporters fac-

ing challenges due to US tariff s. This 
comes after a loan repayment mora-
torium introduced last year saw 
limited interest, according to two 
informed sources.

Various labour-intensive sec-
tors - including textiles, jewellery, 
leather goods, and chemicals - have 
been severely impacted by US tariff s 
on Indian imports, which reached a 
combined 50% in August 2025. This 
included a 25% levy imposed due to 
New Delhi’s purchases of Russian 
oil. Earlier this week, US President 
Donald Trump warned that tariff s 
could  rise further unless  India curbs 
its Russian oil imports, escalating 
the pressure as trade talks between 
the two countries drag on.

After the US imposed its tariff s 
last year, the  Reserve Bank of India 
and the government rolled out re-
lief measures. In November the RBI 
off ered exporters with US expo-
sure the right to defer repayment of 
term loans due between September 
1 and December 31, but fewer than 
a fi fth of eligible exporters applied, 
prompting the central bank to think 
of other ways to help exporters, a 
source aware of its thinking  said.

The RBI is weighing whether to 

loosen the eligibility criteria for the  
loan moratorium or allow for fresh 
lending at subsidised interest rates, 
the source said.

Banks were required to show 
 proof of revenue  loss, which many 
fi rms could not do by December, 
according to a senior public sector 
 banker who also said very few ex-
porters had applied for the morato-
rium  on payments.

In talks with the government, 
bankers have said cash subsidies 
that help reduce the impact of busi-
ness losses or squeezed export mar-
gins may be more helpful than loan 
relief, the banker said.

The sources declined to be 
identifi ed as they are not au-
thorised to speak to the media. 
The central bank and bankers are 
also in conversation with export 
agencies to assess the fl ow of or-
ders in the new year before fi nalis-
ing new relief measures, the two 
sources said. India’s  exports to the 
US remained resilient until No-
vember as many exporters had 
locked in orders prior to the tariff s 
being imposed while others off ered 
to ship goods at lower margins to 
 avoid losing all revenue. January 
orders are moderating or producing 
thinner margins, raising concern 
that existing relief measures may 
not off set weak demand, at least 
four exporters across the textiles, 
chemicals and engineering goods 
industries said.

Trinamool Congress (TMC) party’s chairperson and chief minister of West Bengal state Mamata Banerjee (centre) take part in a rally 
against the raids conducted by the enforcement directorate (ED) in Kolkata, India, yesterday.

Rally against ED action in Kolkata

Reliance in talks for US 
permit to buy Venezuelan oil
Reuters
New Delhi/Houston

India’s Reliance Industries is seeking  ap-
proval from the US to  resume purchases of 
Venezuelan crude, two sources familiar with 

the matter said yesterday, as the private refi ner 
looks to secure oil amid Western pressure on In-
dia to cut Russian oil purchases.

Reliance’s representatives are in discussions 
 with the US state and treasury departments to 
obtain the authorisation, the sources said, as 
Washington and Caracas progress in negotia-
tions to ship 50mn barrels of oil in the aftermath 

of the US capture of President Nicolas Maduro.
The Indian conglomerate had received li-

cences from Washington in past years to import 
crude from US-sanctioned Venezuela for its re-
fi ning complex, the world’s largest.

Venezuela’s oil company PDVSA  delivered 
Reliance four crude cargoes or some 63,000 
barrels per day in the fi rst four months of 2025 
under those authorisations, according to PD-
VSA’s internal records. Washington suspended 
most licences  to PDVSA’s business partners 
between March and April and  threatened Ven-
ezuela’s oil buyers with tariff s as it increased 
pressure on Maduro.

Reliance’s last cargo of Venezuelan oil arrived 

in India in May 2025. Reliance said on Thursday 
that it would consider resuming purchases of 
Venezuelan crude if sales to non-US buyers are 
permitted under US regulations.

The company and the US treasury depart-
ment did not immediately respond to emails 
requesting comment on Reliance seeking ap-
proval to resume purchases.

Chevron, Vitol, Trafi gura and other oil com-
panies are vying for licences and control over 
Venezuelan oil exports. 

US President Donald Trump met with oil 
executives at the White House yesterday. The  
South American producer has millions of bar-
rels  of crude stuck in onshore tanks and vessels.

Six on trial in UK
charged with
PKK membership
Six Kurdish people went on trial 
in Britain yesterday charged with 
membership of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), a  militant 
group banned in its home 
 country Turkiye as  well as Britain 
and elsewhere.
Prosecutors say the defendants, 
aged between 24 and 63, 
belonged to or professed 
to belong to the PKK,  which 
was proscribed as a terrorist 
organisation in Britain in 2001.
They were charged in December 
2024 after a police raid on a 
Kurdish Community Centre 
in north London the previous 
month, with some of the 
defendants  also charged 
with arranging or addressing 
meetings in support of the PKK 
in 2023 and 2024. The PKK 
announced  last year that it 
would  disarm and disband, and 
symbolically burned weapons, 
but it remains widely banned, 
including in the European Union 
and the US.

Bollywood actress Alia Bhatt poses during the launch of her brand Ed-a-Mamma’s new baby care 
range, in Mumbai, yesterday.

Actress launches new baby care range Afghan teenager denies UK 
life-endangerment charge

AFP
London

An Afghan teenager ap-
peared in a UK court and 
denied endangering doz-

ens of lives by piloting a small 
boat of migrants across the Chan-
nel from France earlier this week.

Aman Naseri, 18, pleaded “not 
guilty” at a magistrates’ court in 
southeastern Margate, and said 
he was “forced” to pilot the ves-
sel across the busy waterway be-
tween Britain and France.

The court appearance came 
two days after he allegedly land-
ed on UK shores following the 
fi rst successful migrant small 
boat Channel crossing of 2026.

The Crown Prosecution 
Service (CPS) - which decides 
whether to prosecute cases in 
England and Wales - said Naseri 
was charged under the Border 
Security, Asylum and Immigra-
tion Act, which only came into 
force Monday.

Prosecutors told the court 

that 46 people were on the boat 
with Naseri.

He is the fi rst person to be 
charged using the new legisla-
tion with the crime of endan-
gering life during a small boat 
crossing arriving in the UK 
without valid entry clearance, it 
noted.

Anyone convicted of this of-
fence faces up to six years be-
hind bars. A small number of 
migrants have previously been 
prosecuted for piloting small 
boats using other UK laws.

Wearing a black coat in court, 
the 18-year-old followed pro-
ceedings through a Dari inter-
preter and spoke only to confi rm 
his name and date of birth dur-
ing a short hearing.

He was remanded into cus-
tody to appear at Canterbury 
Crown Court on February 9.

The UK’s centre-left Labour 
government is under intense 
pressure to stem the arrivals 
each year of tens of thousands 
of migrants aboard small boats 
from France.

Reuters
New Delhi

India’s trade pact with the US 
stalled last year because  Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi did 

not make a telephone  call to Presi-
dent Donald  Trump ahead of a deal, 
Commerce Secretary Howard Lut-
nick said yesterday, giving an ac-
count of events that New Delhi has 

denied. Trade talks between India 
and the US fell  apart and Trump 
then doubled tariff s on Indian goods 
in August to 50%, the world’s high-
est rate, including a levy of 25% in 
retaliation for India’s purchases of 
Russian oil.

“It’s all set up and you have got to 
have Modi call the president. And 
they were uncomfortable doing it,” 
Lutnick  said in an interview on the 
All-In podcast, a US show by four 

venture capitalists that focuses on 
business and technology. “So Modi 
didn’t  call.”

Responding to Lutnick’s remarks, 
India’s foreign ministry said  the 
“characterisation of these discus-
sions in the reported remarks is not 
accurate.”

The two nations have been close 
to a deal on several occasions since 
the agreement to negotiate in Feb-
ruary last year, Indian foreign min-

istry spokesperson Randhir Jaiswal 
told reporters at a media briefi ng 
yesterday.

“Incidentally, the prime minis-
ter and President Trump have also 
spoken on phone on eight occa-
sions during 2025, covering diff er-
ent aspects of our wide-ranging 
partnership.” Lutnick’s comments 
came after Trump stepped up the 
pressure for talks with  a warning 
this week  that tariff s could rise fur-

ther unless India curbs its Russian 
oil imports. The failure to reach a 
deal has  pushed the Indian rupee 
to a record low and spooked inves-
tors waiting for progress in two-way 
negotiations. India is still seeking a 
tariff  rate between Washington’s of-
fers to Britain and Vietnam that had 
formerly been agreed but the off er 
has expired, Lutnick added.

India’s trade ministry  did not 
respond to an e-mailed request for 

comment on Lutnick’s remarks. 
New Delhi and Washington were 
very close to a trade deal last year 
but a communication breakdown 
led to the collapse of any potential 
pact, Reuters reported.

It cited an Indian government 
offi  cial involved in the talks as say-
ing that Modi could not have called 
Trump, for fear that a one-sided 
conversation would put him on the 
spot.

US, India dispute cause of stalled trade pact

Hardeep Singh Brar, president and CEO, BMW Group India, poses beside 
a Mini convertible at a BMW showroom in Mumbai, India.



By Michael Erman 
and Maggie Fick
New York/London

Global drugmakers face a 
battle in 2026 to secure 
higher prices for their 
prescription medicines 

in Europe after agreeing to cut US 
pricing last year under  pressure 
from President Donald Trump. 
Tougher negotiations could lead 
drugmakers to delay launches 
of new medicines in parts  of 
Europe, potentially limiting 
patient access to  them, several 
industry investors, a lobbyist and 
a pharmaceutical executive said.

Tensions over drug pricing in 
Europe are expected to be a major 
topic at the JP Morgan Healthcare 
Conference in San Francisco 
that starts January 12, the 
premier annual event that pulls 
pharmaceutical executives and 
investors from around the world.

Trump touted the agreements 
at a series of  White House 
events from September through 
December at which companies 
including Pfi zer, Eli Lilly and 
AstraZeneca pledged to align US 
prices on new drugs more closely 
to what is paid in other developed 
nations. Trump has insisted other 
wealthy countries will pay more 
for medicines so that companies 
can cut prices in the United 
States. The US and Britain have 
also struck a deal under which 
Britain will receive tariff  relief in 

exchange for raising the net price 
it pays for new US medicines by 
25%.

Europe’s pricing dilemma
Sebastian Guth, chief 

operating officer of Bayer’s 
pharmaceutical business and a 
board member of US industry 
 lobby group PhRMA, said he 
believes leaders of European 
countries are open to revisiting 
pricing policies, particularly if 
it could secure earlier access to 
new medicines.

“If you look at innovative 
medicines that were launched and 
approved over the past 10 years, 
Americans have access to  80% 
of those while Europeans have 
access to less than 50%,” Guth 
 said. “There’s structurally a very 
signifi cant delay in Europe.”

European countries pay around 
one-third less than the US 
because they have national health 
systems that negotiate the prices 
of medicines with drugmakers 
and may delay purchasing them 
to get a better price. Marshall 
Gordon, senior research analyst 
for healthcare at ClearBridge 
Investments, said it may take 
time for pressure on Europe’s 
politicians to translate into higher 
prices.

“You can’t force the Europeans 
to just all of a sudden spend 
more,” said Gordon. “But (the 
deals) do actually give the 
companies negotiating power.” 
Many drugmakers, including 

AstraZeneca, Novartis and Sanofi , 
warned last year that Europe risks 
losing access to new medicines 
unless governments change how 
health systems assess and pay for 
them.

“We’ve already seen progress 
with the US-UK agreement 
announced late last year, and it’s 
encouraging to see the Trump 
administration continue this 
work with other nations to 
address foreign free-riding on 
US innovation,” said PhRMA 
spokesperson Sarah Ryan.

Price concessions for tariff  
relief

Fourteen major  
pharmaceutical companies 
last year struck deals with 
the Trump  administration to 
cut prices for some medicines 
sold to Medicaid — the US 
health program for low-income 
Americans — and for cash-
paying patients, and tie US 
launch prices for new drugs to 
prices paid in other wealthy 
countries.

In exchange for price 
 concessions, the drugmakers 
received a three-year exemption 
from Trump’s threat of steep 
tariff s on their products. Shares 
of most drugmakers rose after 
the deals were announced, as 
investors downplayed the impact 
of the price cuts on a limited 
number of drugs and welcomed 
removal of the tariff  threat.

Worst-case pricing fears are 

“clearly not coming to pass,” 
said Linden Thomson, senior 
portfolio manager at Candriam 
Asset Management. Despite years 
of political noise, launch prices 
in the US are not coming down, 
Thomson said. Some new drugs 
and treatments are being priced 
“materially higher  than even 
Wall Street” expects, she added, 
pointing to J&J’s Inlexzo which 
treats a type of bladder cancer and 
launched in September. The drug 
costs over $1.5mn per treatment 
course.

Gareth Powell, head of 
healthcare investment at 
London-based Polar Capital, said 
companies could choose to launch 
some new drugs in the United 
States and delay selling them 
in Europe. “That could mean 
that — at least for a couple of 
years until the Trump presidency 
ends — these products just aren’t 
launched in Europe.”

A Washington lobbyist 
who works with drugmakers 
said European governments 
were unlikely to make major 
concessions to the US given 
current events, such as Trump’s 
latest push to “purchase” 
Greenland, which is part of Nato-
member Denmark.

“It’s not like the Trump 
administration has done a 
bunch of stuff  that has made the 
Europeans happy and willing to 
be nice to him,” the lobbyist said, 
asking not to be named. “He’s 
antagonising them.” — Reuters

The actual use-value of smart glasses remains keenly debated 
— but less so among blind people, who are increasingly relying on 
the latest models to improve their lives. Does this restaurant serve 
fi sh? Does this bus go to my neighbourhood? None of the emerging 
leaders in the nascent smart glasses market designed their models to 
answer these questions with blind users in mind.

But several small startups — some exhibiting at the Consumer 
Electronics Show in Las Vegas earlier this month — are helping build 
a dedicated ecosystem out of existing products. For sighted people, 
smart glasses just tell them what they already see, noted Aaron 
Preece, editor-in-chief of AccessWorld magazine, published by the 
American Foundation for the Blind (AFB).

“But for blind people, it’s useful.”
Smartphone apps already serve people with blindness, “but you 

have to hold the device in the right direction,” said Preece, who is 
blind. “If it’s on your head, it’s defi nitely a lot more intuitive.”

According to the International Agency for the Prevention of 
Blindness, 43mn people worldwide are blind, while another 295mn 
have moderate to severe visual impairment. The most popular smart 
glasses are Meta’s AI glasses, which come in Ray-Ban or Oakley 
styles and can describe what’s in front of the user through voice 
commands.

Using the Be My Eyes app, users can even get a volunteer to 
describe the scene captured through the camera. California startup 
Agiga developed its EchoVision glasses with input from blind users, 
including music legend Stevie Wonder.

The company says 
its audio descriptions 
are richer and more 
comprehensive than 
existing products.

The glasses’ 
110-degree camera angle 
captures 50 percent more 
than other smart glasses, 
said Agiga CEO Xiaoran 
Wang, reducing the need 
for users to turn their 
heads to capture a scene. 
Launch is planned for 
the fi rst quarter of 2026 
at $599, not including an 
AI service subscription. 
This compares to Meta’s 
Ray-Ban starting price 
of $299.

Is this too niche?
Netherlands-based 

Envision recently launched a model in partnership with Hong 
Kong specialist Solos, priced at $699 with one year’s access to its 
Ally software ($10 monthly thereafter). CEO Karthik Mahadevan 
doubts a manufacturer focused exclusively on the blind and visually 
impaired can succeed, as “you cannot be both aff ordable and only 
serving a niche”. He prefers partnering with manufacturers to focus 
on software usable across multiple glass brands and welcomes 
upcoming models from Google, Samsung, and Lenovo. AI advances 
are expanding possibilities for people with low or no vision.

Startup HapWare recently developed the Aleye haptic bracelet, 
equipped with software that interprets an interlocutor’s attitude and 
mood in real time through connected glasses, then applies specifi c 
pressure patterns on the arm corresponding to diff erent emotions.

“A high majority of communication is nonverbal, and for the 
blind community, it’s just simply inaccessible,” said HapWare CEO 
Jack Walters. Envision’s smart glasses off er a feature that, once 
activated, continuously describes the user’s surroundings without 
repeated prompting. The startup is also developing a detector that can 
spontaneously alert users to approaching objects or people in real time.

Envision uses multiple AI models, including OpenAI’s GPT-5, with 
regular updates to leverage the latest advances. But the company 
acknowledges “it’s still AI and it may not always be 100 percent 
right”. “We don’t really recommend people use smart glasses as a primary 
navigation tool,” Mahadevan said, because even a small margin of error can 
“have serious consequences when detecting obstacles.”

Still, setting aside those use cases, “there are many others that 
present little risk” and prove useful, like taking photos, Preece said. 
“Even if it’s not quite accurate, I at least know vaguely what my 
picture is. So that’s pretty helpful.”
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Drugmakers brace for 
Europe pricing fi ght after 
Trump’s US price-cut deals
Pricing deals with Trump added pressure to hike Europe prices
Trump says other wealthy countries should pay more for drugs
Politics could complicate co-operation on pricing

US President Donald Trump with European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen  in this file photo. Trump has insisted other wealthy countries 
will pay more for medicines so that companies can cut prices in the United States. (Reuters)

Smart glasses and 
AI advances fi nd 
purpose among 
blind users

The most popular 
smart glasses 
are Meta’s AI 
glasses, which 
come in Ray-Ban 
or Oakley styles 
and can describe 
what’s in front of 
the user through 
voice commands
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The EU gave a long-delayed go ahead 
yesterday to a huge trade deal 
with South American bloc Merco-

sur championed by business groups but 
loathed by many European farmers – over-
riding opposition led by France.

A majority of the European Union’s 
27 nations backed the pact at an ambas-
sadors’ meeting in Brussels, diplomatic 
sources told AFP, paving the way for it to 
be inked in Paraguay next week.

More than 25 years in the making, sup-
porters see the deal as crucial to boost ex-
ports, support the continent’s ailing econ-
omy and foster diplomatic ties at a time of 
global uncertainty.

German Chancellor Friedrich Merz 
hailed the agreement.

“The approval of the EU-Mercosur 
Agreement is a milestone in European 
trade policy and an important signal of our 
strategic sovereignty and capacity to act,” 
the German leader said. “But 25 years of 
negotiations is too long. It’s vital that the 
next free trade agreements are concluded 
swiftly.”

However, the European Commission, 
which negotiated the text, failed to win 
over all of the bloc’s member states.

Key power France, where politicians 
across the divide are up in arms against a 
deal attacked as an assault on the country’s 
infl uential farming sector, led an ultimate-
ly unsuccessful push to sink it.

Ireland, Poland, Hungary and Austria 
also voted against the accord.

However, that was not enough to block 
it, after Italy, which had demanded and 
obtained a last-minute delay in December, 
threw its weight behind the pact.

The deal will create a vast market of 
more than 700mn people, making it one of 
the world’s largest free trade areas.

Part of a broader push to diversify trade 
in the face of US tariff s, it will bring the 
27-nation EU closer together with Brazil, 
Paraguay, Argentina and Uruguay, remov-
ing import tariff s on more than 90% of 
products.

This will save EU businesses €4bn 
($4.6bn) worth of duties per year and help 
exports of vehicles, machinery, wines and 
spirits to Latin America, according to the 
EU.

It will also help the bloc reduce its de-
pendency on China for critical raw materi-
als, said Agathe Demarais, of the European 
Council on Foreign Relations, a think tank.

“The conclusion of the EU-Mercosur 
trade deal is great news for Europe’s global 
geopolitical and economic clout,” she said, 
describing it one of the “best responses 

to US tariff s, growing protectionism and 
trade tensions with China”.

Germany, Spain and others were 
strongly in favour, believing that the deal 
will provide a welcome boost to their in-
dustries hampered by Chinese competi-
tion and tariff s in the United States.

However, France and other critics op-
posed it over concerns that their farmers 
would be undercut by a fl ow of cheaper 
goods, including meat, sugar, rice, honey 
and soybean, from agricultural giant Brazil 
and its neighbours.

Failure to sign off  on the deal could 
have spelt the end of it: Brazil last month 
threatened to walk if the EU kicked the can 
down the road.

Over the past months, the commission 
has been at pains to reassure farmers and 
their backers that pros outweigh cons.

It stressed the accord is expected to 
boost EU agri-food exports to South 
America by 50%, in part by protecting 
more than 340 iconic European products 
– from Greek feta to French champagne – 
from local imitations.

It also laid out plans to set up a €6.3bn 
crisis fund and safeguards allowing for the 
suspension of preferential tariff s on ag-
ricultural products in case of a damaging 
surge in imports.

The latter were tightened further at the 
last minute by member states lowering the 

threshold for action, in a late concession to 
Italy.

“It seems to me that the balance that has 
been created is a sustainable one, and I hope 
that the agreement will bring benefi ts in 
many areas, as I believe it will, and hopefully 
for everyone,” Italian Prime Minister Giorgia 
Meloni told journalists yesterday.

Still, French farmers rolled into Paris on 
tractors, their Belgian colleagues blocked 

major roads across the country, and there 
are marches in Poland in a show of anger 
ahead of the text’s approval.

“There is a lot of pain. There is a lot of 
anger,” Judy Peeters, a representative for a 
Belgian young farmers group told AFP at a 
protest on a motorway south of Brussels.

The deal still needs approval from the 
European Parliament before it can defi ni-
tively come into force.

EU countries override France to greenlight Mercosur trade deal
AFP/Reuters
Brussels

Farmers feed a fire as they take part in a demonstration in Le Mans, western France, 
organised by French Farmers union FDSEA and JA Sarthe (Young Farmers Sarthe) to 
push French government to block the Mercosur trade deal. – AFP

Thousands of homes were 
blacked out, aircraft were 
grounded and train services 

disrupted as Storm Goretti hurled 
gale-force winds and heavy snow 
at northern Europe yesterday, 
compounding a week of freezing 
weather.

The storm slammed into Britain 
on Thursday before moving east-
ward into continental Europe.

More than 250 schools remained 
closed across Scotland, which has 
struggled through bad weather for 
much of the fi rst week back after 
the Christmas break.

Gusts of up to 160kph lashed 
England and Wales with the Met 
Offi  ce forecasting agency warn-
ing of “very large waves” bringing 
“dangerous conditions to coastal 
areas”.

It also issued an amber snow 
warning in Wales, central England 
and parts of northern England, 
predicting snow of up to 30cm 
(11”) in some areas.

In snowbound Germany, the 
state railway called it one of the 
most severe weather events in re-
cent years.

Around 380,000 households 
lost electricity in France, mainly in 
Normandy and Brittany, although 
by midday about 60,000 had been 
reconnected, and some 60,000 
homes in Scotland and central 

England suff ered the same fate.
In the Netherlands, fl ights were 

cancelled as heavy snowfall was set 
to return after a one-day lull.

Winds of more than 150kph 
(93mph) were recorded overnight 
in France’s northwestern Manche 
region, with a record 213kph in 
Barfl eur, forcing the SNCF rail op-
erator to suspend services between 
Paris and Normandy.

The French state energy com-
pany EDF said Storm Goretti had 
required two reactors to be taken 
offl  ine at the Flamanville power 
station after a high-voltage line 
was disrupted, while roofs were 
torn off  and trees uprooted.

Wholesale power prices rose 
across Western Europe.

In the English West Midlands, 
some rail services were suspended 
as thick snow blanketed the region, 
and residents were advised to stay 
home if possible.

“It’s been quite a few years... you 
get a bit of this (snow) and every-
thing seems to stop,” said Wol-
verhampton resident David Gold-
stone, 86.

Pedestrians struggled with 
shopping trolleys and mounds of 
slush.

“We’re just not used to it, are 
we?” said another local, Tracy 
Wilks, 53.

In northern Germany, state-
owned Deutsche Bahn halted 
long-distance train services un-
til further notice, citing one of 
the most severe winter weather 

events in many years.
“So far, we have been able to 

avoid situations where passengers 
are left stranded on the open track 
for long periods,” a spokesperson 
told reporters at Berlin’s central 
station, adding that crews were 
working to clear the tracks.

At Hamburg Airport, northern 
Germany’s busiest air terminal, 
about 40 fl ights were cancelled, 
while a Bundesliga soccer fi xture 
between Hamburg’s St Pauli and 
RB Leipzig scheduled for today was 
postponed.

German carmaker Volkswagen 
closed its Wolfsburg plant early 
yesterday, while a second in Em-
den remained closed.

The Dutch airline KLM said it 

cancelled 80 fl ights to and from 
Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport.

Schiphol had already cancelled 
hundreds of fl ights earlier this 
week because of freezing weather.

In Hungary, the military was 
called out to assist motorists 
trapped in heavy snow.

Western Balkan countries have 
seen widespread disruption since 
Sunday.

Some 600 schools were closed 
in Moldova until Monday and 
around 1,000 homes were without 
electricity in Romania.

On Thursday, one person was 
found dead in Albania, which 
has been hit by extensive fl ood-
ing, while gales ripped off  roofs in 
northeast Turkiye.

Storms spark travel mayhem, 
power cuts in north Europe
Reuters/AFP
Paris/London/Berlin

View of information boards without train departure and arrival 
indications, due to traff ic disruptions, on a platform at the Saint-Lazare 
train station in Paris. – Reuters

Swiss prosecutors said yes-
terday that they had ordered 
one of the two owners of a 

ski resort club where a fi re on New 
Year’s Day killed 40 people to be 
detained due to fl ight risk, with lo-
cal media saying that the order had 
been carried out.

Prosecutors are investigating 
the French owners on suspicion 
of crimes including homicide by 
negligence, while victims’ families 
have fi led legal complaints over the 
fi re at “Le Constellation” in Crans-
Montana in the Canton of Valais.

Shortly after Swiss newspaper 
24 Heures reported that one of the 
couple, Jacques Moretti, has been 
remanded in custody, prosecutors 
said they had issued an order for 
him to be held.

The Valais police declined to 
comment.

Earlier, Jacques and Jessica 

Moretti did not respond to report-
ers’ questions as they entered the 
prosecutors’ offi  ce in the town of 
Sion for a hearing.

Swiss authorities have desig-
nated yesterday as a national day 
of mourning.

The couple have expressed their 

grief over the fi re and said they 
would co-operate fully with the 
investigation.

More than half of those who died 
were teenagers and a further 116 
people were injured, many of them 
seriously.

Several French and Italian citi-

zens were among the dead, and 
Italy’s Prime Minister Giorgia Mel-
oni called for stern punishment to 
be meted out to those responsible 
for the blaze.

Italian President Sergio Mat-
tarella and French President Em-
manuel Macron joined Swiss 
leaders, victims’ families and fi re-
fi ghters at a ceremony yesterday 
in the town of Martigny, where a 
minute’s silence was held to re-
member the victims.

Dozens of people also stood 
near the shuttered club in nearby 
Crans-Montana in silence, heads 
bowed under heavy snowfall.

Authorities placed hundreds of 
letters, teddy bears and bouquets 
of fl owers for the fi re victims be-
neath an igloo to protect them 
from snowfall.

Speaking at the Martigny cer-
emony, Swiss President Guy 
Parmelin said he hoped that those 
responsible for the fi re would be 
brought to account “without delay 
or leniency”.

That must also include relevant 
political authorities, said Mathias 
Reynard, head of the Valais gov-
ernment.

Speaking in Rome yesterday, 
Meloni pledged to help the families 
of the Italian victims fi nd justice, 
and said she was weighing a ban 
in Italy on the use of sparklers in-
doors.

“What happened in Crans-
Montana is the result of too many 
people not doing their job or think-
ing they were making easy money,” 
she said. “Those responsible must 
be identifi ed and prosecuted.”

Witnesses and prosecutors 
have said the blaze appeared to 
have been started by the use of 
sparkling candles that set foam 
soundproofing on the basement 
ceiling alight.

Questions remain about over-
sight at the club, which the lo-
cal mayor admitted this week had 
missed multiple safety checks.

Prosecutors said previously that 
the legal criteria to detain the club’s 

owners had so far not been met.
Twenty-one of the dead were 

from Switzerland, seven from 
France, and six from Italy.

A Swiss-French dual national 
and a French-British-Israeli na-
tional were also among the dead.

Nicolas Dobler, a 38-year-old 
volunteer fi reman in the north-
western Swiss canton of Jura, said 
he had come with three colleagues 
to light candles at the memorial at 
Crans-Montana.

“We came specifi cally today for 
the national day of mourning and 
also to really support our fellow 
fi refi ghters who have truly experi-
enced something horrible,” he told 
AFP.

Olena, a 61-year-old Ukrainian 
refugee living in the nearby city of 
Sion below, said she had also come 
up the mountainside to take part in 
the day of mourning.

“I come from Ukraine, where 
people are also dying,” she said. 
“This was terrifying. I wanted to 
come and honour the victims.”

Swiss prosecutors order owner of club in deadly blaze to be detained
Reuters/AFP
Crans-Montana, Switzerland

Attendees observe a moment in front of wreaths during the tribute 
ceremony in Martigny for the victims of the deadly fire that ripped 
through Le Constellation in Crans-Montana on New Year’s Eve. – AFP

Pakistan is in the fi nal phases 
of striking a $1.5bn deal to 
supply weapons and jets to 

Sudan, a former top air force offi  cial 
and three sources said, promising a 
major boost for Sudan’s army, bat-
tling the paramilitary Rapid Sup-
port Forces (RSF).

Their confl ict has stoked the 
world’s worst humanitarian crisis 
for more than 2-1/2 years, draw-
ing in myriad foreign interests, and 
threatening to fragment the stra-
tegic Red Sea country, a major gold 
producer.

The deal with Pakistan encom-
passes 10 Karakoram-8 light attack 
aircraft, more than 200 drones for 
scouting and kamikaze attacks, 
and advanced air defence systems, 
said two of the three sources with 
knowledge of the matter, who all 
sought anonymity.

It was a “done deal”, said Aamir 
Masood, a retired Pakistani air mar-
shal who continues to be briefed on 
air force matters.

Pakistan’s military and its de-
fence ministry did not immediately 
respond to requests for comment.

A spokesman for Sudan’s army 
did not immediately respond to a 
message requesting comment.

Assistance from Pakistan, espe-
cially drones and jets, could help 
Sudan’s army regain the air su-
premacy it had towards the start of 
its war with the RSF, which has in-
creasingly used drones to gain ter-
ritory, eroding the army’s position.

The sources did not say how the 
deal was being funded.

The deal is another feather in the 
cap for Pakistan’s growing defence 
sector, which has drawn growing 

interest and investment, particu-
larly since its jets were deployed in a 
confl ict with India last year.

Last month, Islamabad struck 
a weapons deal worth more than 
$4bn with the Libyan National 
Army, offi  cials said, for one of the 
South Asian nation’s largest arms 
sales, which includes JF-17 fi ghter 
jets and training aircraft.

Pakistan has also held talks with 
Bangladesh on a defence deal that 
could include the Super Mushshak 
training jets and JF-17s, as ties im-
prove ties with Dhaka. – Reuters

Pakistan ‘nears $1.5bn deal to supply weapons, jets to Sudan’

A serviceman walks past the Nimbus 2K high-speed aerial target 
drone by the Woot Tech aerospace company, during the Pakistan 
International Maritime Expo in Karachi, last year. – Reuters

Asylum applications to 
Sweden fell by 30% in 
2025 compared to the year 

before, the Swedish migration 
minister said yesterday, as the 
country heads to a parliamen-
tary election this year.

The centre-right Swedish 
government – a minority coa-
lition propped up by the anti-
immigration Sweden Demo-
crats – came to power in 2022 
vowing to get tough on immi-
gration.

The Sweden Democrats blame 
a surge in gang crime on decades 
of loose asylum laws and failed 
integration measures under pre-
vious Social Democrat-led gov-
ernments.

Following a large infl ux of asy-
lum-seekers in Sweden during 
the 2015 migrant crisis, succes-
sive left- and right-wing gov-
ernments have tightened asylum 
rules.

At a press conference, Mi-
gration Minister Johan Forssell 
highlighted several measures 
aimed at restricting immigra-
tion.

They included increased fi -
nancial assistance and incen-
tives for immigrants returning to 
their countries of origin, along 
with tougher conditions for ob-
taining citizenship and for fam-
ily reunifi cation.

Immigration “is decreasing 
to Sweden and it is decreasing 
sharply”, Forssell said.

“In 2025, the number of asy-
lum-seekers to Sweden contin-
ued to decline. It’s a sharp de-

crease. A 30% drop in just one 
year,” Forssell said.

The minister added that, since 
the government came to power, 
asylum request had decreased by 
60%.

“At the same time returns 
have increased by 60%.”

As of 2026, immigrants who 
voluntarily return to their coun-
tries of origin from 2026 are 
eligible to receive up to 350,000 
kronor ($38,000).

Sweden granted a total of 
79,684 residence permits in 
2025, 6% for asylum-related 
reasons, compared with 18% in 
2018, when 133,025 permits were 
issued, according to the Swedish 
Migration Agency.

And 8,312 people left Sweden 
to return to their country of ori-
gin in 2025.

More reforms are planned 
for the coming year, and the 
government intends to move 
quickly ahead of the parlia-
mentary elections on Septem-
ber 13.

The government is looking 
into the possibility of revoking 
Swedish citizenships from dual 
nationals under certain condi-
tions, such as criminal convic-
tions.

It is also mulling deporting 
migrants who do not adhere to 
“honest living”, which critics 
argue remains too vague and 
still needs to be properly de-
fined.

Several European countries 
have tightened immigration 
policies over the past years and 
the European Parliament in De-
cember approved texts aimed at 
tightening the continent’s mi-
gration policy.

Sweden sees 30% drop 
in asylum requests
AFP/Reuters
Stockholm
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QATAR

HE the Minister of Education and 
Higher Education, Lolwah bint 
Rashid bin Mohammed AlKhater, 
has paid an inspection visit to the 
Audio Education Complex.
She was accompanied by Dr 
Hareb Mohamed al-Jabri, Assistant 
Undersecretary for Higher 
Education Aff airs. The visit was 
attended by Dr Khaled al-Hurr, 
president of the Community 
College; Dr Salem Al-Nuaimi, 
president of University of Doha for 
Science and Technology; and 
Fatima al-Saadi, director of the 
Department of Special Education 
and Inclusive Education. This visit 
comes as part of the ministry’s 
commitment to monitoring 
the conditions of students 
with hearing disabilities and 
strengthening pathways for their 
academic support.
The visit aimed to gain first-
hand insight into the reality 
of the educational process at 
the complex, identify students’ 
needs, and discuss mechanisms 
for developing academic and 
rehabilitative support that 
would enable them to continue 
their education successfully in 
higher education institutions and 

ensure fair and equal educational 
opportunities.
During the tour, the delegation 
reviewed the educational 
programmes and services 
provided to students and 
discussed ways to enhance co-
ordination between the Auditory 
Education Complex and higher 
education institutions, as well 
as developing flexible transition 
pathways that take into account 
students’ needs and abilities and 
contribute to their academic and 

social integration in subsequent 
stages of education.
This visit is part of Ministry of 
Education and Higher Education’s 
ongoing eff orts to develop the 
inclusive education system and 
expand access to high-quality, 
sustainable education for all 
segments of society, in line with 
the pillars of Qatar National Vision 
2030, particularly those related to 
human capital development and 
building a society based on justice 
and equal opportunities.

Education ministry inspects facilities at Audio Education ComplexEducation ministry inspects facilities at Audio Education Complex

Excitement high at 
Marmi as falcons 
start to excel over 
homing pigeons
By A Staff  Reporter
Doha

Two falconers succeeded 
yesterday in catching the 
homing pigeons during the 

Hadd Al Tahadi Championship, 
as part of the activities of the 17th 
edition of the Qatar International 
Falcons and Hunting Festival 
(Marmi 2026). The festival is held 
under the patronage of HE Sheikh 
Joaan bin Hamad al-Thani and is 
supported by the Social and Sports 
Activities Support Fund (Daam). It 
is taking place at Sabkhat Marmi 
in the Sealine Area and will con-
tinue until January 24.

The competition between the 
peregrine falcons and the homing 
pigeons resulted in the falcons re-
gaining their superiority over the 
pigeons in the third group. The 
two winners who qualifi ed were 
Nasser Saeed al-Hawl al-Marri 
(third group) and Abdulrahman 
bin Mohsen al-Buqmi from Saudi 
Arabia (eighth group).

Muteb Mubarak al-Qahtani, 
chairman of the Marmi Festi-
val, crowned the fi rst winner and 
qualifi er during the evening ses-
sion. He was joined by his deputy, 
Abdulwahab bin Omair al-Nuai-
mi, in crowning the second win-
ner and qualifi er of the evening 
session.

Meanwhile, Shawi al-Kaabi, 
chairman of the Hadd Al Taha-
di Committee, said that the third 
group, which had been postponed 
from the fourth day due to weath-
er, witnessed extremely fi erce 
competition. He noted that the 
pigeon of Abdullah Fakhro nearly 
escaped the talons of the falcons. 
Still, falconer Nasser Saeed al-
Hawl al-Marri’s falcon managed 
to make the catch, increasing 
the tally of the falcon owners. He 
added that the eighth group in the 
evening session also achieved the 
same outcome, with qualifi cation.

Al-Kaabi confi rmed that the 
falcons were well-prepared and 

highly alert for the hunt, as evi-
denced by their long pursuit. 
However, the homing pigeon’s 
experience, evasive manoeuvres, 
light weight, and the intensive 
training it had undergone under 
Abdullah Fakhro enabled it at 
times to escape the falcons’ tal-
ons.

Abdullah Fakhro, owner of the 
homing pigeons, said that in the 
recent rounds, he presented an 
elite selection of pigeons that he 
had trained to a very high pro-
fessional standard, which was 
evident on several days when all 
participating pigeons managed to 
survive. He stressed that the fal-
cons, in turn, are trained profes-
sionally and to the highest level.

He added that what has been 

achieved represents a success for 
the Hadd Al Tahadi Champion-
ship itself and refl ects the ad-
vanced level reached by the Marmi 
Festival competitions, as well as 
the major role the festival plays in 
highlighting this heritage, which 
every Qatari takes pride in.

The two winning falconers who 
qualifi ed in the Hadd Al Taha-
di Championship expressed their 
great happiness with the achieve-
ment, confi rming that they had 
prepared well for this diffi  cult 
contest, especially given that Ab-
dullah Fakhro selects elite homing 
pigeons.

Al-Buqmi lauded the atmos-
phere of the Marmi Festival 
and the organising committee’s 
performance in facilitating the 

participation of falconers, over-
coming obstacles, and providing 
everything needed by both falcon-
ers and visitors.

In this regard, Mohamed bin 
Mubarak al-Ali, Chairman of 
Committees and offi  cial spokes-
person for the Marmi Festival, said 
that the shooting championship 
will be held today for the junior 
category aged 14–18 and for ama-
teurs. 

He noted that preparations will 
begin at 7am, with competitions 
starting an hour later at 8am, while 
the third category competitions 
for professionals will take place on 
January 17. Saturday evening will 
also witness the competitions of 
the Hadd Al Tahadi Champion-
ship for the ninth group.
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