
By Joseph Varghese
Staff  Reporter

Earthna Centre for a Sustainable Future 
(Earthna), a member of Qatar Founda-
tion (QF), has launched a new report, 

‘Industrial Policies for Economic Diversifi ca-
tion in Qatar: A Research and Policy Agenda’, 
to support Qatar’s economic diversifi cation 
ambitions through an industrial policy.

Published in collaboration with the UN In-
dustrial Development Organisation, the re-
port highlights the need for a broad research 
programme for the design of an appropriate 
industrial policy in Qatar. 

“There has been a recent resurgence of in-
dustrial policy as a tool for development plan-
ning. And we believe, it has great potential to 
support Qatar’s development ambitions and 
environmental commitments, “ Dr Gonzalo 
Castro de la Mata, executive director of Earth-
na, told Gulf Times. 

Dr de la Mata said designing an appropriate 
industrial policy requires a strong evidence 
base and further research to understand the 
local context and achieve diversifi cation and 
structural transformation. 

“We published this report, in collaboration 
with the United Nations Industrial Develop-
ment Organisation, to encourage discussions 
on industrial policy and suggest a research and 
policy agenda to support the government’s 

policymaking process. The report presents a 
comprehensive framework on potential av-
enues to help advance the country’s economic 
diversifi cation, aligned with Qatar National 
Vision 2030 and other key national policies,” 
explained, Dr de la Mata. 

The report notes that inquiry is needed into 
productivity, skill requirements, and labour 
migration patterns to support future needs, 
suggesting that research should also explore 
integrating green and blue economy principles 
and identifying specifi c policy packages and 
governance reforms relevant for long-term 
impact in Qatar.

Another proposal in the report is to align in-
dustrial policies to existing national strategic 
frameworks and embed them in future strate-
gies.. To Page 2

GCC renewables surge
By A Staff  Reporter
Doha 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries posted a sharp rise in 
renewable energy output in 2024, 
driven by explosive growth in 
solar and wind capacity, even as 
the region experienced notably 
higher rainfall amid broader 
climate shifts, according to the 
GCC Statistical Center’s “Climate 
Statistics 2024” report.
The findings, released yesterday, 
highlight the GCC’s accelerating 
transition toward sustainability 
while documenting measurable 
changes in key climate indicators 
across the six member states.
Solar capacity recorded an 
average annual growth rate of 
88.1% between 2013 and 2024, 
with electricity generation surging 
from just 0.13 GWh in 2013 to 

23.5 TWh in 2023. Wind capacity 
expanded significantly over the 
same period, rising from 4.8 MW 
in 2015 to 567 MW in 2024. 
Rainfall across the GCC jumped 
49.4% in 2024 compared with the 
long-term 1980–2010 average, 
pointing to evolving weather 
patterns in the arid region. At the 
same time, temperature readings 
from 23 approved monitoring 
stations remained relatively 
stable, with no recorded extremes 
exceeding 49°C between 2012 
and 2024. 
 The report also notes progress 
in climate resilience measures. 
All GCC states now operate 
advanced mobile-based early 
warning systems using cell 
broadcast technology, and 
climate change adaptation and 
awareness topics have been 
integrated into national school 
curricula.To Page 2
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Doha Bank 
shareholders 
approve distribution 
of 15% cash dividends

Amir, Italian PM underpin energy security
His Highness the Amir Sheikh 

Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
met with Italian Prime Min-

ister Giorgia Meloni at Lusail Palace 
yesterday, where the two leaders dis-
cussed regional and international de-
velopments.

At the outset of the meeting, His 
Highness the Amir welcomed the 
Italian prime minister and expressed 
his appreciation for Italy’s position, 
praising the strong ties between the 
two friendly countries.

Both sides stressed the need to 
de-escalate tensions and prioritise 
political dialogue and diplomatic so-
lutions as the most eff ective means of 
containing the ongoing crisis in the 
Middle East and its impact on energy 
and supply chains, and of safeguard-
ing regional energy security.

The two leaders also reviewed bi-
lateral co-operation and explored 
ways to enhance and develop it across 
various sectors, particularly in the 
economy and energy.

According to a statement from the 
Italian Prime Minister’s Offi  ce, the 

two leaders discussed energy issues 
in depth, in light of the consolidated 
relationship between Italy and Qatar 
in this area, including possible meas-
ures to mitigate supply shocks. In 
that context, Prime Minister Meloni 
conveyed Italy’s readiness to contrib-
ute — through the strengths of its 
industrial and production base — to 
the rehabilitation of Qatari energy 
infrastructure, which the statement 
described as fundamental to global 
energy security. 

The two leaders also agreed on the 
urgency of ensuring freedom of navi-
gation through the Strait of Hormuz.

The Italian Prime Minister’s Offi  ce 
further stated that Prime Minister 
Meloni and His Highness the Amir 
agreed to work together to deepen 

bilateral co-operation and joint in-
vestment, with the aim of strength-
ening every dimension of security — 
particularly in the strategic areas of 
defence, critical infrastructure, food 
security, and multilateral co-opera-
tion on the management of migration 
along Mediterranean routes.

Later, Meloni departed Doha fol-
lowing a working visit to the country. 
She and her accompanying delegation 
were seen off  at Doha International 
Airport by HE the Minister of State 
at the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, Dr 
Mohammed bin Abdulaziz bin Saleh 
al-Khulaifi , and Italian ambassador 
Paolo Toschi. Page 12

Italian ambassador highlights 
strong commitment — Page 12

Italy offers infrastructure Italy offers infrastructure 
rehab as both countries rehab as both countries 
eye defence eye defence  co-operationco-operation

Numbers that tell 
a compelling story
By Santhosh V Perumal
Business Reporter

Qatar’s beauty and per-
sonal care market is 
coming into its own — a 

fast-maturing, high-spending 
ecosystem shaped by affl  uent 
consumers, a young digitally 
savvy population, and a retail 
landscape increasingly calibrat-
ed to global luxury standards.

The numbers tell a compelling 
story. The market — which also 
comprises hair salons, beauty 
clinics, spas, wellness cen-
tres, and personal care services 
— is projected to expand from 

$851.3mn in 2024 to $1.22bn 
by 2030, a compound annual 
growth rate (CAGR) of 6.2%, ac-
cording to StrategyHelix Group, 
which provides data-driven 
market insight and analysis. Qa-
tari consumers allocate about 12-
15% of their disposable income 
to beauty and wellness products 
and services — well above the 
global average of 8-10% — un-
derscoring the sector’s remark-
able consumer depth.

For global brands and inves-
tors eyeing the region, the op-
portunity is clear. Businesses 
that combine luxury position-
ing, innovation, and a culturally 
aligned product portfolio — in-

cluding men’s grooming and 
gender-neutral beauty — are 
best placed to capture long-term 
growth in this fast-evolving ec-
osystem, particularly as strong 
potential for market consolida-

tion and franchise-based expan-
sion continues to draw serious 
commercial interest.

Qatari consumers allocate 
about 12-15% of their dispos-
able income to beauty and 

wellness products and serv-
ices, which is higher than the 
global average of 8-10%, said a 
study released by the organisers 
of Qatar Beauty and Wellcare 
Show. To Page 2

US President Donald Trump said 
yesterday Iran had 48 hours to make a 
deal or face further action, as Iranian 
and US forces searched for a missing 
American pilot after two warplanes 
were downed over Iran and the Gulf. 
Trump said time was running out on 
Tehran to open the Strait of Hormuz, 
warning that “all Hell will reign down on 
them” if his demand was not met.
Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araqchi, 
meanwhile, signaled Tehran was open 
in principle to Pakistan-mediated talks, 
saying Iran had “never refused to go 
to Islamabad” and was grateful for 
Islamabad’s mediation eff orts. He said 
any agreement would have to bring a 
“conclusive and lasting end” to what 
Iran calls an illegal war.
The prospect of a US service member 
alive in Iran has raised the stakes for 
Washington as the conflict entered 
its sixth week, with scant prospect of 
peace talks and low public support. 
— Reuters

Trump gives Iran a 
new 48hr deadline

Dr Gonzalo Castro de la Mata.

Earthna launches blueprint for 
Qatar’s industrial diversifi cation
The policy ‘should align with 
2030 green, economic goals’

The Ministry of Interior (MoI) announced 
that the General Directorate of Passports’ 
Search and Follow-up Department 
enabled a service to pay financial claims 
electronically via the MoI’s website and the 
Metrash App.
In a post on its X account, the ministry said 
yesterday that the service allows users to 
pay fees and fines, as well as travel ticket 
costs with ease.
It added that this can be done by going 
onto the “Security” window, clicking on 
“Financial Claims”, choosing between the 
“Personal” and “Establishment” options, 
selecting the due payment (fee, fine, 
ticket), clicking on “Records”, and paying 
the required amount directly.
In a separate post, the MoI indicated the 
requirements and conditions for obtaining 
a driving licence in accordance with the 
procedures approved by the General 
Directorate of Traff ic.
The ministry pointed out that the basic 
requirements include: Proof of Identity, 
Personal Photo, passing the Medical 
Examination, and presenting a valid 
Residence Permit for residents.
A minimum age of 18 years old is required 
to obtain a light vehicle driving license and a 
minimum age of 21 years old to obtain other 
types of vehicle driving license, it added.
The ministry highlighted the need to enroll 
in an accredited driving school and pass 
both the theoretical and practical tests.
Upon passing the tests, the driving license 
can be printed via Metrash, the MoI 
website, and via Traff ic Off ices at Driving 
schools, the MoI said. (QNA)

Launch of financial 
claims payment 
service via Metrash
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Italian PM, 
delegation 
leave Doha
Italy’s Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni 
departed Doha yesterday following 
a working visit to the country. 
The prime minister and her 
delegation were seen off  at Doha 
International Airport by HE the 
Minister of State at the Ministry of 
Foreign Aff airs Dr Mohammed bin 
Abdulaziz bin Saleh al-Khulaifi and 
Italy’s ambassador to Qatar Paolo 
Toschi. – QNA

His Highness the Amir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani has 
sent a cable of congratulations to Senegal’s President Bas-
sirou Diomaye Faye on the occasion of his country’s National 

Day.
His Highness the Deputy Amir Sheikh Abdullah bin Hamad al-

Thani likewise sent a cable of congratulations to Faye on the occa-
sion.

HE the Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Aff airs Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Abdulrahman bin Jassim al-Thani meanwhile sent a ca-
ble of congratulations to Senegal’s Prime Minister Ousmane Sonko. 
– QNA

Amir sends cable of congratulations 
to Senegal president on National Day

OFFICIAL

The inclusion of psychologi-
cal counseling and behav-
ioural health, in particular 

clinical psychology, within Qatar’s 
government scholarship plan for 
the 2026-27 academic year is a 
step toward building qualifi ed na-
tional cadres capable of addressing 
rising psychological and behav-
ioural challenges amid rapid social 
and technological change.

A number of academics and 
specialists in the fi eld of mental 
health, education, and community 
development have stressed that 
the need for such expertise is now 
urgent to bridge shortages in spe-
cialists  and enhance service qual-
ity through culturally informed 
care, strengthening trust and im-
proving outcomes.

Dr Khalid al-Khanji, assistant 
professor of Mental Health/Coun-
selling at Qatar University, said 
that psychological counseling is a 
cornerstone of mental health sys-

tems, noting that “it is not limited 
to treating disorders but extends to 
prevention and promoting mental 
well-being among individuals”.

He said that “specialists from 
the same environment have a rela-
tive advantage in building trust 
with clients, which directly im-
proves the quality of services”.

Behavioural therapy special-
ist Dr Abdulrahman al-Abdullah 
highlighted the rising demand for 
psychological counselling services 
as the social transformations and 
the impact of modern technology 
have led to behavioural challenges, 
particularly among children.

He noted that “qualifi ed na-
tional cadres bring deeper cultural 
and social understanding, which 
enhances the accuracy and eff ec-
tiveness of interventions”.

Professional development ex-
pert Dr Hessa al-Marwani said 
that “this refl ects an advanced 
awareness of the importance of in-

vesting in mental health as a pillar 
of sustainable development”.

She noted that “mental health 
is closely linked to professional 
performance, helping individuals 
manage stress, make balanced de-
cisions, and reduce burnout”.

Dr Abdulnaser Fakhrou, associ-
ate professor of Special Education, 
said that there is signifi cant pres-
sure on mental health clinics due to 
the growing number of cases.

He noted that this initiative 
could strengthen Qatar’s position 
as an advanced regional centre for 
mental health services.

Latifa al-Kuwari, international 
trainer in the administration and 
education fi elds, emphasised the 
potential impact on schools.

“Having specialised national 
professionals can create a quali-
tative shift within schools by en-
hancing psychological support and 
building trust with students and 
parents,” she said.

Writer and psychologist Dr 
Moza al-Malki highlighted the 
therapeutic dimension, noting 
that “cultural and linguistic align-
ment between therapist and pa-
tient creates a safe environment 
that enhances treatment eff ective-
ness”.

However, she said that social 
stigma continues to be a major 
barrier to accessing mental health 
services.

Human development consult-
ant Dr Lulwa al-Obaidli stressed 
that “mental health is a core ele-
ment in building individuals capa-
ble of productivity and adapting to 
change”.

Family consultant Noura al-
Mannai called for wider integra-
tion of awareness, noting that 
“studying psychology is not just 
academic knowledge, as it is life 
knowledge that helps individuals 
understand themselves and their 
families”.

Govt scholarship plan for 
clinical psychology lauded

The Department of Judicial Evictions and 
Auctions at the Supreme Judicial Coun-
cil (SJC) has announced the organisa-

tion of a vehicle auction via the “Court Auc-
tions” application today (April 5) from 8.30pm 
to 10.30pm, where a number of vehicles will be 
off ered for the highest bidders.

The department will also hold an auction to-

day on real estate units on the same application 
from 9.30am until 11am.

The auction will include a number of resi-
dential building, farms, and land plots.

The department has also announced sched-
uled online auctions on vehicle fancy plate 
numbers, heavy equipment, real estate, mov-
able assets, and vehicles, all of which were sub-

ject to judicial verdicts and the outcomes will be 
used to settle the related cases.

On March 29, the department conduct-
ed a number of auctions which generated 
QR34.53mn worth of proceeds that were allo-
cated to settle 1,073 related cases.

These included vehicles, heavy equipment, 
and real estate units.

SJC holding online auctions of vehicles and real estate today

From Page 1

“Industrial policies must align with the Qatar Na-
tional Vision 2030 and the Third National Develop-
ment Strategy. This alignment supports the trans-
formation into a knowledge-based, competitive, and 
sustainable growth model,” the report explained.

According to Dr de la Mata, policies should be 
embedded in future strategies, while ensuring co-
herence, green structural transformation, and in-
corporation of climate-conscious sustainable de-
velopment principles. 

The report also calls for target investments and 
capacity building into new innovation-led sectors, 
such as climate technology to enable necessary di-
versification and innovation-driven upgrading. It 
points to Qatar’s commitment to emission reduc-
tion positions, low-carbon industries and clean 
technologies as key enablers as well as developing 
a hydrogen production base and expanding carbon 
capture and storage infrastructure.

“Qatar’s Nationally Determined Commitment 
(NDC) to a 25% reduction in emissions by 2030 po-
sitions low-carbon industries, clean technologies, 
and blue economy solutions as key enablers of its 
diversification goals,” he highlighted.

Another focus in the report is to strategically 
support export-focused sectors that align with 
the needs of growing economies across the Global 
South.

Industrial policies should strategically support 
selective, export-oriented cluster development to 
leverage Qatar’s strengths in logistics and global 
connectivity.

This focus aligns with the needs of growing econ-
omies across the Global South, where Qatar is an 
active investor in development finance.

This includes pursuing strategic manufacturing 
growth, particularly in sectors like pharmaceuti-
cals, in regions across Africa and Asia.

The report highlights that Qatar is in a unique po-
sition to invest in capabilities that can trigger rapid 
change and a new industrial policy can enable Qatar 
to transition toward a more diversified, competi-
tive, and climate-compatible sustainable economy.

Designing industrial policy around the expecta-
tion of future global decarbonisation is crucial for 
local industry competitiveness.

According to the report, the path forward for Qa-
tar involves embedding industrial policy within the 
Third National Development Strategy framework 
of the country, focusing on selective, export-ori-
ented cluster development that leverages Qatar’s 
strengths in logistics and global connectivity.

“Critical areas for exploration include developing 
a hydrogen production base and expanding Carbon 
Capture and Storage infrastructure to decarbonise 
manufacturing, positioning Qatar as a potential 
global leader in low-carbon product exports,” the 
report emphasises.

Earthna blueprint for industrial diversification

From Page 1

The data underscores the dual 
reality facing the Gulf: a deter-
mined push to diversify the energy 
mix and build resilience, even as 
climate variables show signs of 
change.

Solar and wind expansion re-
fl ects ambitious national visions 
aimed at reducing reliance on hy-
drocarbons while capitalising on 
the region’s abundant natural re-
sources.

Analysts view the rapid renew-
able growth as a positive step 
toward the GCC’s collective sus-
tainability goals, though overall 
renewable penetration remains 
modest relative to the region’s to-
tal energy needs.

The GCC Statistical Centre, 
based in Oman, compiles the 
report using national, regional, 
and international data to support 
evidence-based policymaking on 
climate adaptation and mitiga-
tion.

This latest edition arrives as 
Gulf nations continue to balance 
economic diversifi cation with 
environmental stewardship amid 
global calls for cleaner energy.

GCC renewables 
surge amid 
wetter weather, 
stable heat
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The skincare segment 
alone is expected to grow 
by 8.5% annually, refl ect-
ing the rising demand for 
high-quality and innovative 
products, they had said.

The Doha Festival City 
2025 Consumer Survey 
revealed that shoppers 
spend between QR500 and 
QR2,500 monthly on beau-
ty.

While Qatar has a large 
affl  uent population, there 
is also a sizeable expatri-
ate community with more 
price-sensitive consumers.

The country’s demo-
graphic profi le – charac-
terised by a young, digitally 
connected population and a large expatriate community – forms a 
strong foundation for the trend-driven market, whose direct contri-
bution to gross domestic product (GDP) is modest, but the sector’s 
indirect economic impact is higher in terms of employment and retail 
linkage.

Data released by Rentech Digital, a comprehensive business tech 
platform, found there are 747 beauty salons in Qatar as of October 15, 
2025, a 7.48% increase from 2023.

Of these locations, 650 beauty salons, which is 87.01% of total, are 
single-owner operations, while the remaining 97 (12.99%) are part of 
larger brands.

Geographically, Doha had 352 beauty salons, Al Rayyan 303 and Al 
Wakra 26.

Although purchasing power is high, limited population size con-
strains overall retail volume growth in the country, requiring brands 
to rely on tourism and premium positioning to maintain scale.

As Qatar continues to attract global tourists and expand its life-
style economy, the demand will continue to rise for premium cos-
metics, advanced skincare, and professional salon services.

Major luxury shopping destinations have created premium retail 
environments where international beauty brands can establish fl ag-
ship stores and immersive consumer experiences.

Qatar’s beauty and personal care sector has been witnessing fi erce 
competition, featuring global giants such as Unilever, Procter & 
Gamble, Beiersdorf, L’Oreal, LVMH, and Coty Inc., alongside re-
gional and local names including Abdul Samad Al Qurashi, Arabian 
Oud, Al Jazeera Perfumes, and Ajmal International.

The landscape includes brands like Chanel, Clarins, The Estée 
Lauder Companies, Kiko, Dabur, Haleon, Reckitt Benckiser, Colgate-
Palmolive, and PUIG.

Artifi cial intelligence (AI) is playing a pivotal role in shaping Qa-
tar’s personal care sector.

From personalised product suggestions to predictive analytics, 
virtual try-ons, and intelligent customer service, AI is enhancing the 
consumer experience and operational effi  ciencies for brands.

Predictive analytics can better forecast demand trends for various 
products, allowing brands to optimise inventory.

Factoring in the fast growth in digital retail platforms, beauty sa-
lons are establishing strong digital presence across many platforms 
to penetrate the market through Facebook, TikTok, Instagram, X, and 
YouTube channels.

Opportunities exist in premium salons, medical-aesthetic clinics, 
halal-certifi ed products, and male grooming, which are high-margin 
sub-segments attracting global investments.

The Qatar cosmetic products market, which was $133mn in 2025, is 
expected to reach $205.2mn by 2034, showing a 4.79% CAGR (com-
pound annual growth rate) during 2026-34, according to IMARC 
Group, which provides sector-specifi c research and consulting solu-
tions.

Men’s grooming, especially skincare and beard care products, is 
one of the fastest-growing segments, said an employee of a leading 
retail hypermarket.

Younger generations, particularly millennials, are increasingly 
showing affi  nity, which is refl ected in the growing popularity of 
men’s cosmetics brands in the region.

There has also been a noticeable shift towards natural, organic, 
and sustainable cosmetics in Qatar, with consumers becoming more 
health-conscious and opting for skincare and makeup products that 
are free from harmful chemicals and artifi cial ingredients.

The market’s evolution suggests that the next few years will be 
crucial for identifying the right product off erings and marketing 
strategies to cater to the diverse needs of Qatar’s consumers, even as 
the personal care sector is subject to stringent regulations, especially 
regarding the ingredients used in cosmetics and hygiene products.

Numbers that tell a 
compelling story
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Bushehr: Iran’s only N-power plant
Bushehr nuclear power plant, 
Iran’s only operational civilian 
nuclear facility, was built by 
Russia and off icially handed over 
in September 2013, after decades 
of twists, turns and delays linked 
to Iran’s turbulent history.
The facility, located in the south of 
the country and equipped with a 
1,000-megawatt reactor, was hit 
yesterday by a US-Israeli airstrike, 
killing a security guard, Iranian 
state media reported.
It had already been targeted four 
times since the start of the war on 
February 28. 
Yesterday, Russia, which sends 
technicians to help operate it, 
began evacuating its 198 Rosatom 
employees. Yesterday’s strike 
was just the latest episode in the 
plant’s turbulent history.
The project began in 1975 during 
the Shah’s reign, and was initially 
awarded to Germany’s Siemens.
But work on it was interrupted by 
the 1979 Revolution and the Iran-
Iraq War (1980-1988).
Although a major oil and gas 
producer, 
Iran sought to revive the project 
in the late 1980s to diversify its 
energy resources and reduce its 
dependence on fossil fuels for 
domestic consumption.
But Germany’s government 
persuaded Siemens to withdraw 
over concerns about nuclear 
proliferation.
Tehran then turned to Russia, 
which took over the contract 
in January 1995, aiming to 
commission the 1,000-megawatt 
pressurized water reactor in 1999. 
But a series of problems led to an 
11-year delay.

Russians and Iranians also had 
several financial disputes over the 
cost, estimated at over $1bn.
Washington exerted pressure 
on Moscow not to complete 
the plant, which the US feared 
would facilitate Iran’s potential 
acquisition of nuclear weapons.
Moscow obtained a waiver to 
complete Bushehr by concluding 
an agreement with Tehran that 
included supplying Iran with the 
fuel used by the plant — then 
repatriating it back to Russia to 
reduce the risk of proliferation.
Many analysts and diplomats 
believe Russia delayed the 
plant’s completion to maintain 
leverage over Iran, particularly 
to compel it to co-operate with 
the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA).

CIVILIAN USE
Unlike Iran’s Natanz uranium 
enrichment facility or the future 
Arak heavy water nuclear power 
plant, the Bushehr facility is not 
considered a proliferation risk.
For years, Western nations 
have accused Iran of seeking to 
develop nuclear weapons, an 
accusation Tehran denies.
Iran has repeatedly accused or 
suspected Israel — the country 
considered the only military 
nuclear power in the region — of 
sabotaging some of its uranium 
enrichment facilities.
While the US has insisted on a 
total ban on Iranian uranium 
enrichment, Iran defends its right 
to civilian nuclear programmes, 
even though it has reached a 
60% enrichment level — far 
beyond what is required for 
civilian use. (AFP)

Trump gives Iran deadline while 
US hunts for missing airman
AFP
Washington

President Donald Trump 
said yesterday that Tehran 
had 48 hours left to cut a 

deal or face action, as US and Ira-
nian forces scrambled to fi nd a 
downed American airman.

Trump’s latest threat came af-
ter a strike near an Iranian nucle-
ar power plant prompted evacu-
ations, and as Tehran announced 
fresh attacks and the Israeli mili-
tary said it had detected another 
missile launch from Yemen.

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
said they hit a commercial ship 
in Bahrain, as they maintained 
their tight grip on the Strait of 
Hormuz shipping lane and con-
tinued to strike economic targets 
in their Gulf neighbours they see 
as linked to the US-Israeli war ef-
fort.

The economic strikes are also 
going the other way. 

An Israeli or US strike on a pet-
rochemical hub in the southwest 
of Iran killed fi ve people, accord-
ing to the deputy governor of 
Khuzestan province.

The war erupted more than 
a month ago with US-Israeli 
strikes on Iran, triggering a retal-
iation that has spread the confl ict 
throughout the Middle East and 
convulsed the global economy — 
particularly due to the closure of 
the strait, a vital conduit for oil 
and gas.

“Remember when I gave Iran 
ten days to make a deal or open up 
the Hormuz Strait,” Trump wrote 
on Truth Social, referring to an 
ultimatum issued on March 26.

“Time is running out — 48 
hours before all Hell will reign 
(sic) down on them.”

Tehran said on Friday it had 
shot down an F-15 warplane and 
US media reported United States 
special forces had rescued one of 
its two crew members, with the 

other still missing.
Iran’s military also said it 

downed a US A-10 ground attack 
aircraft in the Gulf, with US me-
dia saying the pilot of that plane 
was rescued.

The local Mehr news agency 
yesterday quoted the deputy gov-
ernor of Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-
Ahmad province, Fattah Moham-
madi, as saying the search for the 
missing pilot involved “presence 
of popular forces and tribesmen 
alongside military forces and is 
still ongoing”.

He added that “last night, 
people fi red at enemy helicopters 
with rifl es and did not allow them 
to land”.

Images posted on social media 
and verifi ed by AFPTV showed 
Iranian police fi ring at a US heli-
copter in southwestern Iran as US 
forces searched for the airman.

Retired US brigadier general 
Houston Cantwell, who has 400 
hours of combat fl ight experi-
ence, said a pilot’s training would 
likely kick in even before he or she 

parachuted to the ground.
“My priority would be, fi rst of 

all, concealment, because I don’t 
want to be captured,” he said.

NUCLEAR PLANT
 A strike near Iran’s Bushehr 

nuclear plant yesterday  killed 
a guard and led Russia, which 
partly constructed the facility 
and helps operate it, to announce 
it was evacuating 198 workers 
and to condemn the strike as “an 
evil deed”,

Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas 
Araghchi warned that contin-
ued attacks on the plant on the 
southern coast could eventually 
lead to radioactive fallout that 
would “end life in GCC (Gulf Co-
operation Council) capitals, not 
Tehran”.

Bushehr is considerably closer 
to Kuwait, Bahrain and Qatar 
than it is to the Iranian capital.

Rafael Grossi, head of the In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agen-
cy wrote on X that no increase in 
radiation levels had been report-
ed at the site, but nonetheless 

voiced “deep concern” at what 
he said was the fourth such strike 
in recent weeks.

There were also more strikes 
on Tehran, where an AFP jour-
nalist saw a thick haze of grey 
smoke covering the skyline.

“This war wasn’t for free-
dom... we just ended up trapped 
with something even more sav-
age,” 31-year-old Faezeh told AFP 
via messenger app from Tehran.

“They bomb randomly, there’s 
no sign of any specifi c target 
these recent days.”

Maryam, a 35-year-old from 
Khansar in Isfahan province said 
Iranians are divided between 
those hoping for an end to their 
government and those more fear-
ful of economic disaster.

“I’m honestly really scared 
about our future,” she told AFP. 
“Things are a disaster right now. 
Mass layoff s, widespread shut-
downs... everything feels over-
whelming.”

Strikes by all sides have in-
creasingly targeted economic and 
industrial sites, raising fears of 
wider disruption to global energy 
supplies.

US-Israeli strikes yesterday hit 
a petrochemicals hub, a cement 
plant and a trade terminal on the 
Iran-Iraq border, where one per-
son was reported killed.

Iran has retaliated with missile 
and drone attacks on Israel and 
US allies in the Gulf.

Shrapnel from intercepted 
drones injured four people in 
Bahrain yesterday, and two 
buildings in Dubai were hit by 
debris, including one housing the 
US cloud computing fi rm Oracle, 
authorities said.

In Tel Aviv, hundreds of Israe-
lis marched to protest against the 
war and demand peace talks.

Iran’s Minister of Science Hossein Simaee Sarraf inspects the damage at the research building of the 
Shahid Beheshti University, which was damaged by a strike, amid the US-Israeli conflict with Iran, in 
Tehran, yesterday. (Reuters)

A group of cultural heritage lovers gather to condemn the strikes on 
Iran’s historic sites, at the Golestan Palace in Tehran, yesterday.  (AFP)

Iran command rejects 
Trump’s ultimatum

Iran’s central military command 

yesterday rejected US President 

Donald Trump’s threat to destroy 

the country’s vital infrastructure 

if it does not accept a peace deal 

within 48 hours, AFP reported. 

General Ali Abdollahi Aliabadi, 

in a statement from the Khatam 

al-Anbiya Central Headquarters, 

said Trump’s threat was a “a 

helpless, nervous and unbal-

anced action”. And, echoing the 

religious language of Trump’s 

social media post, he warned that 

“the simple meaning of this mes-

sage is that the gates of hell will 

open for you”.

US satellite imagery firm announces 
blackout on Middle East war pics
US satellite imagery company 
Planet Labs said yesterday it will 
stop publishing high-resolution 
aerial pictures of the area involved 
in the Middle East war, following 
a request from President Donald 
Trump’s government.
The US and Israel have conducted 
joint strikes against Iran since 
late February, prompting the 
Islamic Republic to retaliate with 
daily missile barrages targeting 
Israel and several neighbouring 
countries across the region.
Planet said the US government had 
asked satellite imagery providers 
to implement an “indefinite 
withhold of imagery”.
“Eff ective retroactively from March 
9, 2026, Planet is moving to a 
managed access model, extending 
the publication delay for all new 
imagery within the designated AOI 
(area of interest), and releasing 
imagery on a case-by-case basis 
and for urgent, mission-critical 
requirements or in the public 
interest,” the company said in a 
message to clients received by AFP.
This area was defined in a previous 
announcement as all of Iran and 
allied bases in the area, as well as in 
regional states and existing conflict 
zones. Planet, founded in 2010 by 

former Nasa scientists and whose 
images are widely used by media 
and researchers, said it expected 
the new policy to last until the end 
of the conflict.
On March 10 the company said it 
would impose a two-week delay on 
access to its images of the Middle 
East because of the war, extending 
an initial 96-hour delay.
Vantor, formerly Maxar, the other 
major provider of satellite imagery, 
had also announced major 
restrictions.
Under normal circumstances, 
Planet’s images are available 
to its clients — including AFP — 
within hours of their satellites 
passing overhead, providing a 
valuable resource for businesses, 
researchers, and journalists, but 
also potentially for militaries 
seeking to target enemy military 
bases or radar sites.
US law provides that any company 
headquartered in the US that 
commercially operates high-
resolution satellite imagery may be 
subjected to restrictions for reasons 
of national security or foreign policy.
In practice, satellite data providers, 
which operate under licence, put in 
place restriction protocols in order 
to avoid sanctions. (AFP)

Tens of thousands of Sadr supporters 
rally in Baghdad against conflict
AFP
Baghdad

Tens of thousands of sup-
porters of Iraqi leader 
Moqtada Sadr rallied in 

Baghdad and across the country 
yesterday, condemning Israel and 
the US and demanding an end to 
the war.

The massive crowds came as 
the Middle East war was due to 
enter its sixth week after strikes 
launched by the US and Israel 
against Iran on February 28.

Iraq has been unwillingly 
drawn into the confl ict, with 
strikes targeting US interests on 
its soil as well as attacks against 
some groups in the country.

Tens of thousands of men and 
some women packed into the 
streets around Baghdad’s central 
Tahrir Square yesterday, wav-
ing the national fl ag and chant-
ing: “No, no to Israel” and “No, 

no to America”. “What America 
and Israel are doing in their ag-
gression against the countries of 
the region is not a war of a mili-
tary nature, but a senseless war,” 
Dhirgham Samir, attending the 
rally, told AFP.

“Today’s demonstration is an 

expression of rejection of aggres-
sion, arrogance, and injustice 
throughout the world, not just in 
Iraq,” he said.

Samir, who was in his forties, 
added that “this is a senseless 
war, targeting civilians”.

Across the region since the on-

set of war thousands have been 
killed.

In a statement, Sadr called 
for peaceful demonstrations “to 
condemn the Zionist-American 
aggression and to establish peace 
in the region”.

Under the giant Freedom Mon-
ument, commemorating Iraq’s 
declaration of independence, 
demonstrators also railed against 
what they said was US and Israeli 
meddling in the region.

“They violate the rights of all 
the peoples of the region fi rst, 
and then the world,” cleric Ali al-
Fartousi told AFP.

“Humanity must speak out 
against these people and stop 
them,” he said, adding: “The time 
has come for the entire world to 
stand united against global Zion-
ist-American arrogance.”

Sadr retains a devoted fol-
lowing of millions among Iraq’s 
population, and has previously 
mobilised huge crowds.

Several injured in Israel by Iran missile fire: medics

AFP
Jerusalem

Israeli emergency services said its crew 
treated fi ve people who were injured yes-
terday in Tel Aviv and surrounding areas 

after Iran fi red several rounds of missiles to-
ward Israel.

Since midnight, eight waves of Iranian mis-
siles have been launched towards Israel, ac-
cording to the Israeli military.

The military also detected a missile fi red 

from Yemen, the fi fth such attack from there 
on Israel.

Israel’s Magen David Adom emergency 
services said a 45-year-old man was treated 
for minor injuries from glass shrapnel in the 
central city of Bnei Brak and taken to hospital.

As the day progressed, rescue teams said 
they had treated three additional casualties 
— two men in their 20s hit by glass fragments 
and one injured by a blast.

A 52-year-old man “lightly injured by the 
blast wave” was also transferred to a hospital 
in Ramat Gan, in central Israel, the emergency 

service said. In a residential neighbourhood of 
Ramat Gan, AFP images showed the top fl oor 
of a house completely blown out, exposing its 
gutted interior, with a crushed bookcase and 
an exercise bike amid the debris.

Numerous impact marks were visible on the 
walls.

Nearby, another home was largely de-
stroyed, stripped of its outer walls, accord-
ing to AFP photographs.

“All this is from shrapnel,” Joy Frankel, a 
social worker, told AFP near one of the af-
fected sites.

GCC condemns acts of
vandalism at UAE embassy

QNA/Reuters
Riyadh

The Gulf Co-operation 
Council (GCC) strongly 
condemned the riots, as-

saults, and attempted property 
damage targeting the Embassy of 
the United Arab Emirates and the 
residence of its head of mission in 
Damascus, Syria.

In a statement yesterday, GCC 
Secretary-General Jassim Mo-
hammed al-Budaiwi emphasised 
the importance of Syrian authori-
ties holding those responsible for 
these attacks and the disrespect 
shown towards UAE national sym-
bols accountable. He also called 
for strengthened protection of 
diplomatic buildings and embassy 
personnel in accordance with con-
ventions and protocols governing 
diplomatic work.

Earlier, the UAE yesterday con-
demned  what it described as “riots, 
acts  of vandalism,  and assaults” 

outside its embassy and the  resi-
dence of  its head of mission in  Da-
mascus. In a statement, the UAE’s 
foreign ministry called on Syria to 
uphold its obligations to secure the 
embassy and its staff , investigate 
the incident and hold the perpetra-
tors to account. A Reuters reporter 
saw dozens of protesters gathering 
outside the UAE’s  embassy in Da-
mascus at midday on Friday.

A Syrian security offi  cial  told Re-
uters that the incident occurred  af-
ter some participants split off  from  
a pro-Palestinian demonstration 
being held at the nearby Umayyad 
Square and tried to storm the em-
bassy. “Internal security forces 
prevented them from doing so and 
dealt with the situation,” the of-
fi cial said, speaking anonymously 
because he was not authorised to 
speak to the media.

Syria’s foreign  ministry said in a 
statement that it took a “fi rm and 
unwavering stance” against any at-
tack on or attempt to approach em-
bassies and diplomatic missions.

A drone view of supporters of Iraqi leader Moqtada al-Sadr taking part 
in a peaceful protest against US and Israeli actions in the region, amid 
the US-Israeli conflict with Iran, in Basra, Iraq, yesterday. (Reuters)

Qatar expressed its strong 
condemnation and denunciation 
of the riots and attacks targeting 
the embassy of the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) and the 
residence of its head of mission in 
Damascus as well as the violation 
of the inviolability of diplomatic 
missions that accompanied them. 
In a statement issued yesterday, 
the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs 
(MoFA) aff irmed that targeting 
diplomatic premises constitutes a 
flagrant violation of international 

law, stressing the need to hold 
the perpetrators of these acts 
accountable and ensure that such 
acts are not repeated. The ministry 
reiterated Qatar’s full solidarity 
with the UAE, emphasizing the 
importance of taking the necessary 
measures to guarantee the 
protection of diplomatic missions 
and ensure the safety and security 
of their personnel, in accordance 
with the provisions of international 
law and the Vienna Convention on 
Diplomatic Relations. (QNA)

Qatar condemns attacks targeting 
UAE embassy in Damascus
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Israeli strikes kill two 
girls in southern Lebanon
AFP
Beirut

Israeli strikes on southern Leb-
anon killed at least two girls 
and wounded 40 people yes-

terday, Lebanon’s health ministry 
said, while the Israeli military an-
nounced the death of another sol-
dier in battle.

Israel has carried out strikes 
across Lebanon and launched a 
ground invasion in the south since 
March 2, when Hezbollah entered 
the war in the Middle East on the 
side of its backer Iran.

In separate statements, the 
Lebanese health ministry report-
ed that an Israeli strike on Hab-
bush killed at least two girls and 
wounded 22 people, while a strike 
on Al-Hawsh near the coastal city 
of Tyre wounded 18, including a 
child, three women and three par-
amedics.

The ministry had said in an 
earlier statement the strike on Al-
Hawsh damaged a nearby major 
hospital.

The director of the Lebanese 
Italian Hospital told the state-run 
National News Agency (NNA) that 
it would “remain open to provide 
the necessary medical care” de-
spite the damage.

Tens of thousands of people 
have left Tyre, but around 20,000 
remain, including 15,000 dis-
placed from surrounding villages, 
despite Israeli evacuation warn-
ings covering most of the city and 
a swathe of the south.

Hours after the attack, the Is-
raeli army struck three buildings 
in and around Tyre it had warned 
people to evacuate, according to 
the NNA. An AFP correspond-
ent said a missile hit an 11-storey 
building northeast of Tyre, com-
pletely destroying it and reducing 
it to a pile of rubble that covered a 
nearby gas station. A second raid 

on a fi ve-storey building near the 
city levelled half of it, leaving the 
other half standing.

The third strike was on the Burj 
al-Shamali Palestinian refugee 
camp, southeast of the city.

Overnight strikes destroyed 
two buildings nearby, an AFP cor-
respondent saw, shattering win-
dows and also causing suspended 
ceilings to collapse in the hospital, 
management said.

Another Israeli airstrike tar-
geted and completely destroyed a 
mosque in the town of Baraashit 
in the Bint Jbeil district, the NNA 
reported, along with other bomb-
ings across the south.

The Israeli military announced 
yesterday the death of a soldier 
who “fell during combat in south-
ern Lebanon”, the 11th killed since 
the army began ground operations 
in the country. It also announced 

having struck “more than 140 
Hezbollah fi ghters’ infrastructure 
targets” over the previous two 
days.

Dawn strikes targeted Beirut’s 
southern suburbs, a largely evacu-
ated Hezbollah stronghold that 
has been attacked repeatedly dur-
ing more than a month of war.

In a statement yesterday, Isra-
el’s military said it had “complet-
ed an additional wave of strikes 
targeting command centres be-
longing to the Quds Force Leba-
non corps in Beirut”, referring to 
the Iranian Revolutionary Guards’ 
foreign operations arm, and “two 
headquarters of the (Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad)”.

After attacking a bridge in the 
West Bekaa region in eastern 
Lebanon on Friday “to prevent 
the transfer of reinforcements 
and military equipment”, Israel hit 

it again yesterday, destroying it 
completely, the NNA said.

West Bekaa is right above Leba-
non’s south, where Israeli troops 
have been advancing on the 
ground. 

The NNA also reported that, in 
Shebaa near the eastern side of the 
Israeli border, Israeli forces ab-
ducted a man at around 3:00 am 
yesterday.

It was at least the third time Is-
raeli forces have seized someone 
from south Lebanon after infi l-
trating their home since the war 
with Hezbollah began.

The group claimed responsibil-
ity yesterday for a series of attacks 
on northern Israeli towns and Is-
raeli troops in southern Lebanese 
towns near the border, particu-
larly Marun al-Ras, Hula, Ainata 
and Bayada.

The war has displaced upwards 

A collapsed building is pictured following Israeli bombardment on 
Abbasiyeh, near Tyre in southern Lebanon, yesterday. (AFP)

A member of the media walks near a damaged building in the aftermath 
of an Israeli strike, amid escalating hostilities between Israel and 
Hezbollah, as the US-Israeli conflict with Iran continues, in Tyre, Lebanon, 
yesterday. (Reuters)

A rescue worker inspects the debris of destroyed buildings at the site of an Israeli strike in the southern 
Lebanese area of Maarakeh near the coastal city of Tyre, yesterday. (AFP)

of a mn people in Lebanon and 
killed more than 1,400 people in 
the country, including 54 medics 
and three Indonesian UN peace-
keepers in the south.

The UN force said on Friday that 
three peacekeepers were wounded 
in a blast inside a UN facility near 
Odaisse, and were rushed to hos-
pital.

Jakarta slammed the incident as 
“unacceptable” after the UN offi  ce 
there confi rmed the wounded were 
Indonesian.

Indonesia’s government said 
“these events underscore the ur-

gent need to strengthen protection 
for UN peacekeeping forces amid 
an increasingly dangerous confl ict 
situation”.

Yesterday, a UN security of-
fi cial told AFP that Israeli forces 
destroyed 17 surveillance cam-
eras linked to UNIFIL’s main head-
quarters in Naqura.

The UN peacekeeping force 
has been caught in the crossfi re in 
southern Lebanon since the start 
of the war, with Hezbollah launch-
ing attacks on Israel and its troops, 
and Israeli forces pushing into 
border towns.

Two Palestinians killed in Gaza airstrikes
QNA/AFP
Gaza

Two Palestinians were 
killed and several oth-
ers injured yesterday in 

Israeli airstrikes on the Gaza 
Strip.

Medical sources reported 
that Israeli forces struck a ci-
vilian vehicle at the entrance 
of Al-Maghazi refugee camp, 
resulting in the killing of one 
Palestinian man and injuries to 
others. A Palestinian woman 
was announced dead yesterday 
after succumbing to injuries 
sustained in Israeli shelling in 
Khan Younis, southern Gaza 
Strip.

The overall death toll from 
the Israeli off ensive has reached 
72,291, with 172,068 injured 
since the aggression began in 
October 2023. (QNA)

FRENCH BOATS SET TO 
JOIN GAZA AID FLOTILLA

Some 20 French boats set sail 
from Marseille yesterday to join 
up with an international fl otilla 
making a renewed eff ort to break 
an Israeli blockade and deliver aid 
to Gaza, AFP reported from Mar-
seille, France

“Gaza, Marseille is with you” 
shouted around a thousand peo-
ple who had come to the docks to 
support the initiative.

The ships, mostly sailboats, 
set off  to a round of applause and 
songs shortly after 5:00 pm (1500 
GMT) to join the “Global Sumud 
Flotilla”, named after a Gazan 
fi sherman. The international fl o-
tilla of some 100 boats, mostly 
setting sail from Barcelona on 
April 12, will head towards Gaza 
around April 20, according to the 
organisers. A week-long stopover 
is planned in southern Italy for 
“non-violence training.”

“The goal is to give Palestine 
more visibility. We’re not talking 
about it much right now, because 
of the international context,” said 
Manon, a crew member who de-
clined to give her full name.

In late 2025, an initial fl otilla of 
about 50 boats, composed of po-
litical fi gures and activists such 
as Sweden’s Greta Thunberg, was 
boarded by the Israeli navy — il-
legally according to the organis-
ers and Amnesty International.

The crew members were ar-
rested and expelled by Israel. The 
Gaza Strip, governed by Hamas, 
has been under an Israeli block-
ade since 2007. Israel and the 
Palestinian movement accuse 
each other of violating a ceasefi re 
that came into eff ect on October 
10, 2025, after two years of war.

First responders and Palestinians inspect a vehicle targeted by an Israeli strike in Al-Maghazi 
camp for Palestinian refugees in the central Gaza Strip, yesterday. (AFP)

Explosion rocks Khartoum, 
police blame war-era landmine

AFP
Khartoum

A large explosion was heard Friday in 
the military-controlled Sudanese 
capital Khartoum, an AFP journalist 

and witnesses said, with authorities blam-
ing a landmine left behind from the war.

Khartoum has seen relative calm since 
the army, which has been locked in confl ict 
with the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces 
(RSF) since April 2023, regained control of 
the capital last year.

An AFP journalist in Omdurman, Khar-
toum’s twin city just across the Nile, re-
ported hearing one blast from the direction 

of central Khartoum. A witness in the city 
centre also described a “single, loud ex-
plosion” but said there were no immediate 
signs of fi re or rising smoke. Other residents 
across the capital confi rmed hearing the 
blast. Sudanese police said in a statement 
the explosion occurred in the Burri neigh-
bourhood in eastern Khartoum and was 
caused by a landmine, a remnant of the war, 
which detonated after “some residents set 
fi re to waste” in the area.

Police added no casualties or material 
damage were recorded.

Burri lies near several strategic and mili-
tary sites, including the military’s General 
Command headquarters and Khartoum In-
ternational Airport.
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Gunmen kill seven, 
kidnap dozens in 
northern Nigeria
AFP
Gusau

Armed gangs killed seven 
people and kidnapped 
dozens others in raids on 

six remote villages in northern 
Nigeria’s Zamfara state, resi-
dents told AFP, the latest attack 
in the unrest-weary west African 
country.

Police yesterday confi rmed a 
“mass” abduction in raids that 
occurred on Thursday, without 
giving any fi gures.

“Heavily armed men sus-
pected to be bandits” invaded 
Bukkuyum local government 
area, police said in a statement, 
adding they came in “large” 
numbers.

Zamfara is one of several states 
in northwest and central Nigeria 
plagued by criminal gangs lo-
cally called bandits that carry out 
deadly raids on communities, 
kidnap residents for ransom and 
burn homes after looting them.

Bandits motivated by fi nan-
cial gains are increasingly col-
laborating with militants from 
the northeast who have waged a 

17-year-old armed insurrection 
for a Caliphate.

Residents said dozens of mo-
torcycle-riding bandits raided 
the neighbouring villages late 
Thursday through Friday, shoot-
ing and abducting residents.

“We are aware of the mass kid-
napping in the aff ected villages 
but we are waiting for a detailed 
report from the divisional police 
offi  cer in the area,” Yazid Abu-
bakar, Zamfara police spokes-
man said.

Three residents estimate 
around 150 were kidnapped.

Aminu Ibrahim who hails from 
Kurfa Danya community but 
lives in Bukkuyum town, the dis-
trict headquarters, said the ban-
dits “killed seven people across 
the villages” and “abducted 
around 150”.

Phone communication to 
the area is diffi  cult. Another 
Bukkuyum resident, Jamilu Al-
iyu, who has relatives in some 
of the aff ected villages, said the 
gangs “kidnapped more than 150 
people”.

In Kuryar Madi village the at-
tackers took livestock, Aliyu said.

Umar Abdullahi, another resi-

dent gave the same fi gures of 
captives, saying the attackers 
came from a vast forest in the 
area where they maintain camps.

District lawmaker Sulaiman 
Abubakar Gumi confi rmed the 
attacks, but gave no numbers, 
accusing the central government 
of focusing on fi ghting militants 
in the northeast while “banditry 
festers in Zamfara”.

The area has long been ter-
rorised by bandits who kidnap at 
will and extort ransom, the law-
maker said.

Bandit violence started years 
ago as clashes between herd-
ers and farmers in confl ict over 
limited water and land resources 
impacted by climate change.

The internecine violence 
morphed into organised cattle 
rustling and kidnapping for ran-
som syndicates.

Despite the government de-
ploying anti-banditry troops a 
decade ago, the violence persists.

The state authorities have on 
several occasions brokered peace 
deals with the bandits, off ering 
amnesty in exchange for surren-
dering arms but the gangs keep 
returning to violence.

Cameroon approves role 
of vice president to Biya
Reuters
Dakar

Cameroon’s parliament yesterday overwhelm-
ingly approved a constitutional amendment 
to reintroduce the position of vice president, a 

measure the government  says will ensure continuity 
but which the opposition say  will consolidate execu-
tive  power.

In a joint session of the ruling  party-dominated 
National Assembly and Senate,  lawmakers voted 200 
to  18 in favour, with four abstentions, to pass the bill.

The bill stipulates that the vice president will au-
tomatically assume the presidency if President Paul 
Biya dies, resigns, or becomes incapacitated. Biya, 93, 
has led the oil and cocoa-producing Central African 
country since 1982 and is the world’s oldest serving 
head of state. Public discussion about  his health is 
banned.

According to the legislation, a copy of which was 
seen by Reuters, the vice president will be  appointed 
and dismissed by the president, serving  for the re-
mainder of the president’s seven-year term.

However,  the interim leader would be prohibited 
from initiating constitutional changes or running in a 
subsequent election. The government has argued that 
the reform is intended to safeguard institutional sta-
bility in case of a sudden leadership vacancy. 

Biya has 15 days to promulgate the bill. Critics, in-
cluding opposition lawmakers, argue the amendment 
weakens democratic institutions and exacerbates 
centralisation. Joshua Osih, a member of  parliament 
and chairman of  the opposition Social Democratic 

Front, said the changes were a missed opportunity to 
boost national unity and democratic governance in 
the nation torn by a civil confl ict since 2017.

“This text weakens legitimacy, reinforces centrali-
sation, and ignores a major historical grievance,” Osih 
said, calling instead for a system where the president 
and vice president are jointly elected,  refl ecting Cam-
eroon’s origins as a union of British and French-ad-
ministered territories.

The reintroduction of the vice presidency marks 
Cameroon’s fi rst major constitutional revision since 
2008 when presidential term limits were scrapped in 
a move that sparked nationwide protests, which were 
met with a violent crackdown by security forces.

The vice presidency was previously part of Cam-
eroon’s governance structure but  was abolished in  
1972 following a constitutional referendum.

File photo of Cameroon President Paul Biya. (Reuters)

Senegal bans government travel as 
Iran war oil shock hits public fi nances

Reuters
Dakar

Senegal’s government has suspended all non-
essential foreign travel by ministers and top of-
fi cials, warning of “extremely  diffi  cult” times 

ahead as  the US-Israeli confl ict with  Iran drives global 
oil prices  higher, straining the  nation’s budget.

The war  and Iran’s eff ective closure of the vital 
Strait of Hormuz have roiled global energy markets, 
sending the price of benchmark Brent crude soaring 
and pushing governments around the world to take 
steps to mitigate the negative  impacts.

Addressing a youth event in the coastal town of 

Mbour on Friday evening, Senegal’s  Prime Minister 
Ousmane Sonko pointed to  oil trading at about $115 a  
barrel, nearly twice the $62 per barrel assumed in Sen-
egal’s budget projections.  

“No minister in my government will leave the 
country unless it is for an essential mission,” he 
said, announcing that he  had already cancelled his 
 own planned trips to Niger, Spain and France. Gov-
ernments across the West African region and glo-
bally have scrambled to respond to the crisis with 
measures including fuel price increases, subsidies, 
and remote work. Sonko cited such measures as  jus-
tifi cation for debt-laden Senegal’s own steps.

He said additional measures would be announced 
next week.

Kenya fuel executives resign as state 
probes supply chain irregularities
Reuters
Nairobi

Senior executives in Kenya’s 
energy sector have resigned 
following accusations of 

manipulating fuel stock  data and 
procuring an emergency  cargo at 
infl ated prices,  President William 
Ruto’s offi  ce said  on yesterday.

Ruto accepted the  resignation 
of Mohamed  Liban, principal sec-
retary for petroleum, while the 
Kenya Pipeline Company con-
fi rmed that its managing director, 
Joe Sang, had also stepped down, 
the statement said.

The Energy and Petroleum 
Regulatory Authority’s director 

general, Daniel Kiptoo Bargoria, 
has also resigned, according to the 
statement.

A  formal investigation has been 
launched into alleged irregulari-
ties in Kenya’s petroleum supply 
chain, it said.

The  government said the ma-
nipulated data  was used to jus-
tify the emergency importation  
of fuel, despite standing con-
tracts with Saudi Aramco Trad-
ing Fujairah, Abu Dhabi’s Adnoc 
Global Trading Ltd, and Emirates 
National Oil Company Singapore 
Ltd., all of which are meeting their 
contractual obligations.

It alleged that the emergency 
shipment was overpriced, of sub-
standard quality, and procured 

 at rates signifi cantly  higher than 
those agreed under existing deals.

“This appears to have been done 
to exploit rising global prices and 
public anxiety, thereby creating a 
false impression of an impending 
supply shortfall,” the statement 
read.

The investigations have been 
launched amid the fuel  supply 
concerns linked to the Iran con-
fl ict, which has aff ected global en-
ergy markets.

Administrative action has been 
taken against additional offi  cials 
and arrests made by investigative 
agencies, the statement said.

It did not identify those who 
had been arrested. No one has 
been charged.

Landslide kills 
mother, six kids
in Eq Guinea
AFP
Malabo

A landslide triggered following torrential 
rain in Equatorial Guinea killed a mother 
and her six children, the central African 

country’s rescue services said.
The bodies of the victims buried by the land-

slide were recovered on Friday, including that of 
the 36-year-old mother, who was eight months 
pregnant.

Witnesses said the landslide happened on 
Thursday afternoon when downpours fell on 
the city of Malabo.

“A concrete retaining wall collapsed onto 
their house... followed by a landslide,” neigh-
bour Dominica Ada said.

“The mother and her six children were all in-
side,” she added.

The father, who had left the house just before 
the wall collapsed, was the sole survivor.

US upends global supply programme 
for malaria amid warnings of gaps
Reuters
Nairobi/London

The US is upending the way 
 it delivers medical supplies 
for diseases such as HIV and 

malaria to lower-income countries, 
according to seven sources and  an 
internal email, risking a second dis-
location  of life-saving services in 
just over a year. 

The US has until now managed 
its medical donations through  the 
Global Health Supply Chain Pro-
gramme — Procurement and Sup-
ply Management — run  by the pri-
vate contractor Chemonics. From 
its establishment in 2016  to 2024, it 
delivered a total of more than $5bn 
of HIV and malaria products to 90 
countries, mostly in sub-Saharan 
Africa and Asia. That programme 
was halted when President Don-
ald Trump froze international aid 
on the fi rst day of his presidency 
in January last year, stranding mil-
lions of dollars of supplies in ports 
and warehouses — from drugs for 
HIV, which causes Aids, to insecti-
cide-treated bed nets. Much of that 
work restarted after the US issued a 
waiver for products that were life-
saving. However, its future has been 
up in the air as the administration 
has reduced and reshaped foreign 
aid, dismantling the US Agency for 
International Development (US-
AID), cutting budgets, and switch-
ing from management by contrac-
tors to bilateral agreements with 
other countries.

AID UPHEAVAL MAY CAUSE 
MEDICINE  SHORTAGES

Five sources said the speed of the 
change could cause shortages or 
gaps in the provision of life-saving 
products in some countries, with 
grave impacts. The US State De-
partment asked US staff  in 17 Afri-
can countries and Haiti in an email 
on Tuesday to cease implementing 
the supply programme  by May 30.

It said the contract with Chem-
onics was ending on September 30,  
in line with all USAID awards — al-
though its offi  cial end date is in No-
vember. The email, seen by  Reuters 
and verifi ed by two sources, also 
said there could be “immediate risks 

to service continuity if (the) transi-
tion is rushed or incomplete”. It did 
not lay out a clear transition plan, 
instead asking each US country of-
fi ce to set out how it would imple-
ment the handover, and to inform 
Washington of any risks or need for 
more time. A spokesperson said the 
State Department had “not provid-
ed any technical direction to Che-
monics to cease operations by May 
30 or any other date”. Chemonics 
declined to comment.

Six sources said the US was talk-
ing to the Global Fund to Fight 
Aids, Tuberculosis and Malaria 
about using its supply platform to 
procure and deliver donations of 
global health products in future. 
The Global Fund, a Geneva-based 
health initiative, already manages 
the purchase and supply of around 
$2 bn a year in health products for 
the three deadly infectious diseases, 
alongside partner organisations in 
the  countries where it works. It also 
has an online  procurement platform 
used by partners.

Two of those sources said earlier 
discussions between the organisa-
tion and the US government had 
focused on a November 2027 tran-
sition. They said the new timeline 
was unrealistic as ordering medical 
products for use in hard-to-reach 
locations could take up to a year, 

rather than the matter of weeks 
now being envisaged. The Global 
Fund declined to comment. The 
State Department did not respond 
to specifi c questions on whether it 
was talking to the Fund, but said it 
would use available pooling mecha-
nisms to buy supplies at the lowest 
prices from private manufacturers.

Last year, the Trump adminis-
tration said its global health plans 
would prioritise funding front-line 
health supplies, health workers and 
technicians, and working directly 
with individual countries.

The America First Global 
Health Strategy, published in Sep-
tember, said contractors were part  
of the “signifi cant ineffi  ciency and 
waste” that it was trying to root 
out of the system. But the speed of 
the changes to how the US delivers 
aid has already caused problems 
around the world.

In recent months, Washington 
has pledged to provide funding di-
rectly to the governments of coun-
tries including Kenya, Rwanda and 
Uganda, alongside promises of in-
creased national spending. But de-
tails are still  being hammered out. 
The Kenya  agreement faces a court 
challenge by Kenyan activists over 
data privacy concerns, while nego-
tiations with the Zambian govern-
ment have been delayed.

File photo shows a malnourished child being fed with Ready-to-Use 
Supplementary Food (RUSF) by her mother, at the emergency ward of 
Dikwa Primary Health Center, where children are stabilised for severe 
malnutrition, following the withdrawal of USAID support, in Dikwa, 
Borno State, Nigeria. (Reuters)
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The Trump administration cannot force 
public universities in 17 US states to turn 
over sweeping amounts of data so it can 

examine whether they have ceased consider-
ing race as an admissions factor, a federal judge 
ruled on Friday.

US District Judge F Dennis Saylor IV in Boston 
issued a preliminary injunction at the request of 
those states’ Democratic attorneys-general, who 
are suing over a new data reporting requirement 
that the Department of Education adopted in a 
survey used to gather information from colleges.

The department sought seven years of ad-
missions data on the race and sex of students 
to track compliance with the Supreme Court’s 
2023 ruling ending affi  rmative action in higher 
education.

New York Attorney-General Letitia James 
hailed the ruling, saying in a statement that 
“schools should not have to scramble to pro-
duce years of sensitive information to satisfy an 
arbitrary and unlawful demand”.

The Education Department did not respond 
to a request for comment.

The states, which include California and 
Massachusetts, sued last month, arguing that 
the survey’s rushed implementation left uni-
versities vulnerable to inadvertent errors that 
could lead them to face penalties and investiga-
tions into their practices.

The department requested the data through 
an Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System survey that it created at the direction of 
President Donald Trump, a Republican.

In an August memorandum, he cited a lack of 
data to assess whether race remained an admis-
sions factor given the “rampant use” by univer-
sities of what he called “hidden racial proxies”.

Judge Saylor ruled that the Education De-
partment had the statutory authority to seek 
such data but he said the “rushed and chaotic 
manner” by which it adopted the new require-
ments led it to not properly engage with univer-
sities about problems they foresaw.

Such problems were compounded by the 
administration’s eff orts to dismantle the Edu-
cation Department, leaving few employees in 
its National Centre for Education Statistics 
to manage the surveys following job cuts, the 
judge said.

After the states sued, Saylor, who was ap-
pointed by Republican president George W 
Bush, issued temporary restraining orders that 
extended the deadline for their schools to com-
plete the survey while he considered the case.

On Tuesday he issued an order similarly ex-
tending the deadline for dozens of other pub-
lic and private universities while he considers 
whether they too deserve an injunction.

Trump ‘cannot force colleges 
to provide race-related data’
Reuters
Boston

US President Donald Trump has signed an 
emergency order to pay “each and every” em-
ployee at the Department of Homeland Secu-

rity (DHS) the equivalent of compensation and ben-
efi ts lost during the partial shutdown of the agency, 
according to a memo published by the White House.

Trump said that the funds would have a “reason-
able and logical nexus” to DHS functions, possibly 
alluding to legal questions surrounding the poten-
tial reallotment of funds appropriated by Congress 
for specifi c purposes.

US lawmakers have failed to agree on legislation 
to fund the agency in the wake of deadly shootings 
by immigration agents earlier this year.

Tens of thousands of civilians at the US Coast 
Guard, Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security 

Agency, Federal Emergency Management Agency 
and other agencies have not been paid since the gov-
ernment funding standoff  began in February.

The US Senate cleared the way early on Thurs-
day for the House of Representatives to pass a DHS 
funding bill through September 30 that would end a 
nearly seven-week partial shutdown.

The US House of Representatives met on Thurs-
day but did not vote to approve a funding bill.

On Monday, 50,000 Transportation Security Ad-
ministration (TSA) airport security offi  cers began 
getting paid after Trump signed an order last week 
to pay them.

The standoff  led to daily absences of 10% or more 
of TSA workers and brought chaos and long security 
lines to US airports. – Reuters

Trump signs emergency order for back 
pay from shutdown to all DHS workers

A judge’s order to stop construc-
tion work on a White House 
ballroom poses security risks, 

the Trump administration argued in 
an emergency motion that seeks to set 
aside the ruling.

The emergency motion filed on Fri-
day in the US Court of Appeals for the 
District of Columbia argues that US 
District Judge Richard Leon’s decision 
has left the executive mansion “open 
and exposed” and is “threatening grave 
national-security harms to the White 
House, the President and his family, 
and the President’s staff”.

On Tuesday Leon ruled that con-
struction work on a White House ball-

room must pause while a lawsuit works 
its way through the courts.

The lawsuit seeks to halt the 
$400mn project on the site of the re-
cently demolished East Wing, with 
plaintiffs arguing that it needs ap-
proval from Congress to proceed.

Leon, an appointee of Republican 
former president George W Bush, said 
that he was pausing his order for 14 
days in order to allow the administra-
tion of President Donald Trump to ap-
peal his decision.

The new motion fi led by the National 
Park Service said the federal district 
court lacks the constitutional authority 
“to entertain this suit, which rests on a 
single pedestrian’s subjective architec-
tural feelings”.

The initial lawsuit against the con-
struction was brought by the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation, a non-
profi t organisation, alleging that Trump 
exceeded his authority when he razed 
the historic East Wing and launched 
construction on the new building.

Friday’s motion by the adminis-
tration argues that the claims by the 
Trust are “legally baseless” and that 
“no Trust member has standing”.

In addition, it claims that “the Pres-
ident has complete authority to reno-
vate the White House”.

The East Wing was originally built in 
1902 and expanded four decades later 
during Franklin D Roosevelt’s presi-
dency.

The ballroom is part of Trump’s 
broader push to reshape Washington’s 
monumental core, which includes 
plans for a 250’ (76m) arch and chang-
es at the Kennedy Centre.

Trump administration fi les motion to resume 
work on ballroom, citing national security
Reuters
New York

This picture taken on April 2 shows activists protesting 
the Trump White House East Wing ballroom project in 
Washington, DC. – Reuters

Right: This picture taken late last month shows Trump 
holding a rendering of the East Wing modernisation as 
he speaks to reporters aboard Air Force One en route 
to Joint Base Andrews, Maryland. – AFP

Russian agents infiltrated 
Argentine media in 2024 
to to try to discredit lib-

ertarian President Javier Milei, 
paying for hundreds of articles 
to paint a bleak picture of his 
economic record, an interna-
tional media consortium re-
vealed on Friday.

The investigation showed that 
a Russian spy network known as 
“The Company” set up a system 
to amplify bad news or plant fake 
stories about Milei’s economic 
policies on local news sites and 
social networks.

“The espionage that has 
come to light is of an institu-
tional gravity rarely seen in 
history,” Milei, one of US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s closest 
allies, said on X.

The firebrand economist 
added that “the ‘journalists’ 
and ‘media outlets’ linked to 
this are just the tip of the ice-
berg of something much big-
ger”.

The Argentine govern-
ment had last year already an-
nounced that it had uncovered 
a Russian espionage and dis-
information ring called “The 
Company”.

It said that a Russian hus-
band-and-wife team headed 
the organisation, which dis-
seminated content on social 
media, influenced civil society 
groups and non-governmen-
tal organisations (NGOs) and 

spied on Moscow’s behalf.
The latest revelations are 

based on leaked documents ob-
tained by an investigative con-
sortium comprising of African 
news outlet The Continent, 
Britain’s openDemocracy, Rus-
sia’s own iStories and Dossier 
Centre and France’s All Eyes on 
Wagner and Forbidden Stories.

In the leaked documents, 
Russian agents confirmed that 
they spent $283,000 to place 
around 250 articles in over 20 
Argentine news sites between 
June and October 2024.

Most of the media outlets 
targeted told the consortium 
that they received no money 
to publish the articles, which 
had been submitted by news 
agencies, consulting groups or 
other intermediaries.

Two sources, however, ad-
mitted to being paid to publish 
content from businessmen who 
said they were concerned about 
Milei’s budget-slashing poli-
cies.

The media investigation also 
revealed a Russian attempt to 
trigger a diplomatic standoff 
between Argentina and neigh-
bouring Chile, which at the 
time had a left-wing president.

It involved circulating a fake 
news story claiming that Milei 
had sent a “sabotage group” to 
attack a gas pipeline between 
the two countries.

Argentina’s intelligence 
secretariat said it had already 
investigated the Russian med-
dling and that the affair was in 
the hands of the judiciary.

Argentina’s Milei targeted 
by Russia disinformation 
campaign: investigation
AFP
Buenos Aires

Nicaraguans 
mark religious 
week amid 
ban on street 
processions
AFP
San Jose

Thousands of Nicaraguans 
celebrated Holy Week in 
church atriums and in-

teriors on Friday as the govern-
ment maintained a ban on street 
processions that the United 
States has criticised as a viola-
tion of religious freedoms.

Nicaragua’s leader Daniel Or-
tega and his co-president wife 
Rosario Murillo have forbidden 
public demonstrations, includ-
ing religious processions, over 
the past four years.

“Once again this year, the 
Ortega-Murillo dictatorship is 
denying the people of Nicaragua 
the right to profess their faith... 
by banning such public proces-
sions,” US Deputy Secretary of 
State Christopher Landau wrote 
on X on Wednesday.

“I look forward to the day 
when our Nicaraguan friends 
reclaim their religious freedom,” 
he added.

The Ortega-Murillo govern-
ment said in response that it 
“categorically rejects the per-
verse and false accusations” 
from Washington.

Worshippers who attended 
Friday’s religious celebrations in 
Managua told AFP by telephone 
that the Stations of the Cross 
commemoration was organised 
in the gardens of a plaza inside 
the cathedral walls, while under 
police surveillance.

Cardinal Leopoldo Brenes es-
timated that more than 25,000 
people had gathered in the ca-
thedral plaza to mark the occa-
sion, according to pro-govern-
ment media.

Murillo said on Friday that the 
outpouring from the faithful in 
churches contradicted those who 
“distort” the situation.

Ortega and Murillo consider 
anti-government protests in 
2018 as a US-backed coup at-
tempt and accuse the Catholic 
Church of backing the demon-
strations.

More than 300 people were 
killed when authorities cracked 
down on the protests, accord-
ing to a United Nations estimate, 
while hundreds of thousands of 
Nicaraguans – including Catho-
lic priests, politicians, students 
and journalists – were sent into 
exile.

Three Democratic senators have urged 
President Donald Trump to bar Chinese 
automakers from building vehicles in the 

United States and to prevent Chinese cars as-
sembled in Mexico or Canada from entering the 
United States.

Senators Tammy Baldwin, Elissa Slotkin and 
Chuck Schumer cited Trump’s comments in 
January in Detroit that he is open to Chinese au-
tomakers building US factories.

Currently, high barriers already exist for Chi-
nese autos in the United States, including tariff s 
of around 100%, but US consumers have be-
come more interested in the vehicles, according 
to recent surveys.

“We must be clear-eyed that inviting China’s 
automakers to set up shop in the United States 
would confer an insurmountable economic ad-
vantage impossible for American automakers to 
overcome, and it would trigger a national secu-
rity crisis that could never be reversed,” the law-
makers said in a letter to Trump fi rst reported by 
Reuters.

Asked for comment, the White House said 
that “while the administration is always work-
ing to secure more investment into America’s 
industrial resurgence, any notion that we would 
ever compromise our national security to do so is 
baseless and false”.

In January, Trump said that he was open to 
Chinese automakers building vehicles in the 
United States.

“If they want to come in and build a plant and 
hire you and hire your friends and your neigh-
bours, that’s great, I love that,” he told the De-
troit Economic Club.

The Biden administration imposed sweeping 
regulations that eff ectively ban Chinese auto-
makers from selling passenger vehicles in the 
United States in January 2025, citing national 
security concerns linked to the ability of vehicles 
to collect sensitive data on American owners.

The ban has the strong backing of US carmak-
ers and other auto groups.

Last month, auto trade groups representing 
nearly all major car companies urged the US gov-
ernment to keep Chinese carmakers out of the 
country ahead of Trump’s planned summit with 
Chinese President Xi Jinping in May.

Earlier this week, Republican Senator Bernie 
Moreno of Ohio said he will propose legislation 
to seal off  the United States so “there’s never a 
scenario where a Chinese automobile will enter 
our market, that’s hardware, that’s software, 
that’s partnerships”.

“While a new plant opened by a Chinese au-
tomaker in the United States may create some 
assembly and temporary construction jobs, that 
small number of jobs will not make up for the 
lasting job loss,” the letter from Slotkin, Baldwin 
and Schumer added.

The Chinese embassy in Washington did not 
immediately comment on Friday.

Earlier this week, the embassy said China’s 
door has been open to global auto companies, 
but the United States has “engaged in trade pro-
tectionism and set up obstacles including dis-
criminatory subsidy policies to obstruct access 
to the US market by Chinese-made cars”.

The senators noted that in February automak-
er BYD was among a group of companies briefl y 
added to a list of Chinese fi rms allegedly aiding 
Beijing’s military.

“The administration should move without 
hesitation to designate BYD and other Chinese 
automakers as military-connected entities,” 
they wrote.

Senators urge Trump 
to prevent Chinese 
automakers from 
building cars in US
Reuters
Washington
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US President Donald Trump has 
signed an executive order aimed at 
regulating US collegiate sports in 

the wake of rule changes that allow stu-
dent athletes to be compensated fi nan-
cially.

The order, which is the second that 
Trump has issued on college sports, di-
rects the National Collegiate Athletic As-

sociation (NCAA) to create rules that allow 
college athletes to play for “no more than a 
fi ve-year period”.

He also asked that rules be put in place 
that would allow them to transfer schools 
just once before they graduate without 
having to sit out a season.

The changes are scheduled to go into ef-
fect on August 1, and institutions who allow 
athletes who don’t meet the criteria risk los-
ing federal funding.

Trump said that the loosening of “con-
sistent rules or limits concerning eligibil-

ity, transfers, and pay-for-play schemes 
has created an out-of-control fi nancial 
arms race... that is driving universities into 
debt”.

Friday’s order came as the hugely popu-
lar NCAA basketball tournament reached 
its closing stages.

The women’s semi-fi nals took place on 
Friday and the men’s Final Four semi-fi -
nals were scheduled for the weekend.

In addition to demanding eligibility and 
transfer limits, it calls on governing bodies 
to ban “improper” fi nancial arrangements 

and urges Congress to pass legislation to 
address the issues.

It follows an order issued by Trump in 
July that sought to block some recruiting 
payments by third parties to college ath-
letes in big-money sports like football and 
men’s basketball in order to preserve funds 
available for women’s and non-revenue 
sports.

The president said last month that the 
rising value of name, image and likeness 
(NIL) contracts for players in high-visibil-
ity sports like football has created a burden 

for colleges that forces some to abandon 
other sports.

Some of those sports – such as athlet-
ics, swimming and gymnastics – have 
long been pipelines for US Olympic 
teams.

The NCAA long prohibited student ath-
letes from accepting any compensation 
for use of their name, image and likeness, 
but after a 2021 Supreme Court ruling, the 
rules were changed so that some collegiate 
athletes could receive fi nancial compensa-
tion.

Trump signs order to regulate college sports
AFP
Washington

When OpenAI acquired the tech podcast 
TBPN this week, it wasn’t just buying a 
show – it was buying a message.

The move laid bare a strategy that Silicon Val-
ley has been perfecting for years: ditch the tech-
sceptics of the traditional press, and build your own 
media.

TBPN is in many ways a tribute to mainstream 
news, with co-hosts John Coogan and Jordi Hays – 
both from the venture capital world – presenting a 
three-hour show daily from a studio in Los Angeles 
that resembles a business or sports programme on a 
cable news network.

However, Coogan and Hays insist they are not 
journalists, even if they line up interviews with key 
fi gures in the industry who off er insightful access to 
the Silicon Valley world.

The show – like a whole ecosystem of podcasts 
and media orbiting Silicon Valley today – operates 
in a world where the benefi ts of tech for society need 
no explaining, and tech enthusiasm runs deep.

Fidji Simo, OpenAI’s chief executive of AGI De-
ployment, said the acquisition was driven by a need 
for “constructive conversation about the changes 
artifi cial intelligence (AI) creates,” and said TBPN 
would maintain its editorial independence.

AGI is short for artifi cial general intelligence.
The show and its team now fall under the responsi-

bility of OpenAI’s public aff airs chief Chris Lehane, a 
veteran Washington lobbyist who made his name han-
dling scandals for the Clinton administration.

“You could read this as OpenAI needing help 
translating complexity to decision-makers. You 
could also read it as buying favourable narrative po-
sitioning during a period of intense scrutiny. Prob-
ably both,” said Monica Kahn, chief executive of 
brand advisory Creator Revolution.

“They’re buying the layer where interpretation 
happens,” she added on LinkedIn.

The transaction follows a movement spearheaded 
by Elon Musk and venture capitalist Marc Andrees-
sen in which the most powerful fi gures in tech are 
circumventing mainstream news media to avoid an 
establishment they describe as anti-tech or left-
wing.

The roster of shows where Silicon Valley’s elite 
now prefer to make news constitutes a parallel me-
dia ecosystem.

Andreessen Horowitz has invested heavily to 
build its own media empire, putting out podcasts to 
showcase its portfolio of tech investments and push 
a deeply pro-tech agenda without confrontation.

Lex Fridman’s podcast draws millions of view-
ers or listeners and has attracted tech luminaries 
including Musk, Meta chief executive Mark Zuck-
erberg, DeepMind chief executive Demis Hassabis, 
and OpenAI chief executive Sam Altman for two-
to-three-hour discussions ranging from business to 
the personal.

The unabashedly right-wing All-In Podcast has 
featured the top chief executives, as well as execu-
tives closely linked to the Trump administration 
who avoid the mainstream news coverage they see 
as unsympathetic.

Zuckerberg used a three-hour January 2025 ap-
pearance on Joe Rogan’s podcast to defend Meta’s 
rollback of content moderation.

Whether bypassing the news media will actually 
benefi t tech’s cause remains an open question.

“I think the TBPN deal is a mistake,” said former 
BuzzFeed reporter Alex Kantrowitz of the Big Tech-
nology Podcast. “Under the OpenAI umbrella, the 
network loses credibility and everything it says will 
be seen as OpenAI marketing.”

The deeper problem, he argued, is one of reach.
While OpenAI may be looking to reshape public 

opinion at a moment when AI is polling poorly in the 
United States, TBPN’s audience – like on other Sili-
con Valley-made podcasts – is already a converted 
one.

Wary of news 
media, Silicon 
Valley seeks to 
build its own
By Alex Pigman
AFP

As American forces race against time 
and Iran’s military to locate an avia-
tor reportedly shot down on Friday, 

a former Air Force pilot and a rescuer told 
AFP what it takes to hide, survive and ex-
tract someone behind enemy lines.

“You’re like, ‘Oh my God, I was in a 
fi ghter jet two minutes ago, fl ying 500 
miles an hour, and a missile just exploded, 
literally 15 feet from your head,’” said re-
tired brigadier-general Houston Cantwell, 
who is now at the Mitchell Institute for 
Aerospace Studies.

That said, a pilot’s training – known as 
survival, evasion, resistance and escape 
(SERE) – would likely kick in before he or 
she parachutes to the ground.

“Your best view of where you may want 

to go or where you may want to avoid is 
while you’re coming down in your para-
chute,” Cantwell said.

He has logged 400 hours of combat 
fl ight experience, including missions over 
Iraq and Afghanistan.

Parachuting to the ground risks foot, 
ankle, and leg injuries, the former airman 
explained.

“There are many stories of survivors 
from Vietnam that had severe injuries – 
compound fractures – just from the ejec-
tion,” he said.

Upon landing, “take an inventory of 
yourself to fi gure out, what condition am I 
in? Can I even move? Am I even mobile?”

Aviators then fi gure out where they are, 
whether it is behind enemy lines, where 
they can hide, and how they can commu-
nicate.

“Try to avoid enemy capture, as long as 
you can,” Cantwell said. “And if I were in a 

desert environment, I’d want to try to fi nd 
some water.”

Simultaneously, Combat Search and 
Rescue (CSAR) teams – highly trained sol-
diers and pilots already on alert – would be 
activated.

“It gives you tremendous peace of mind, 
knowing that, you know, they’re going to 
do everything they can to come get you,” 
Cantwell said. “At the same time, they’re 
not going to come on a suicide mission.”

That’s where the missing crewmember 
can increase the odds of a safe rescue.

“My priority would be, fi rst of all, con-
cealment, because I don’t want to be cap-
tured,” he said. “I want to try to get to a 
location where I can get extracted.”

In a city, that may be a rooftop. In a rural 
setting, a fi eld where helicopters can land.

Movement is best at night, he said.
Cantwell said that when he fl ew, he also 

carried a pistol.

Meanwhile in a “ready room”, CSAR 
soldiers like retired master sergeant Scott 
Fales suit up.

Experts like Fales – a pararescue jumper 
who played a key role in the 1993 “Black 
Hawk Down” incident in Mogadishu – are 
always standing by whenever US aircraft 
are over enemy territory.

“Before any operations are conducted... 
there is always a CSAR plan,” he told AFP.

Simultaneously, an immense amount 
of intelligence is gathered and analysed 
on the location and status of the missing 
aviator.

“Everything from human intelligence to 
imagery intelligence, to you know, all the 
diff erent drones we have looking – signals 
intelligence,” Fales said. “It’s all being used 
to try to fi nd this guy.”

Once the missing aviator is located, a 
rescue plan is formulated in real time in-
side the helicopters.

“Those gunners are spotting and look-
ing for threats, the pilots are looking for 
a place to land, we’re reaching out to that 
downed aviator,” he said.

On the ground, they ensure the pilot is 
actually the person they are searching for, 
and a threat-versus-medical-needs as-
sessment is done.

In their minds, Fales said: “What kind 
of immediate threat are we in? How much 
time do we have to get this person out? 
What kind of injuries do they have? And 
then we’ll make up our mind on the type, 
amount of treatment that’s needed on the 
scene – or do we just grab and go depend-
ing on the threat?”

With a fellow soldier still unaccounted 
for in southwest Iran, Fales said he’s “very 
hopeful” the aviator will be located.

“I’m hoping that friendly people have 
found him and are hiding him,” he said. 
“Or he’s still evading.”

Hide, fi nd water: Former airmen detail how to survive being shot down
By Ulysse Bellier
AFP

The Artemis 2 astronauts passed the halfway 
point between Earth and the Moon yesterday 
as they sped toward a planned lunar fl yby, with 

Nasa releasing initial images of Earth taken from in-
side the Orion spacecraft.

Astronaut Christina Koch said the crew had a col-
lective “expression of joy” upon being told of the 
milestone, which was hit around two days, fi ve hours 
and 24 minutes after the spacecraft blasted off  from 
the Kennedy Space Centre in Florida.

“We can see the Moon out of the docking hatch 
right now, it is a beautiful sight,” Koch said around 
11pm (0400 GMT) on Friday, according to the space 
agency’s offi  cial live broadcast.

The National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(Nasa)’s online dashboard showed early yesterday that 
the Orion spacecraft carrying the astronauts was more 
than 229,000km (142,000 miles) from Earth.

The space agency earlier released images from Ori-
on that included a full portrait of Earth, featuring its 
deep blue oceans and billowing clouds.

After a fl urry of high-stakes activity including a 
dramatic blast-off  and an engine fi ring that cata-
pulted them on their historic trajectory to circle the 
Moon, the four astronauts aboard were able to catch 
their breath, even as they continued to perform a va-
riety of equipment checks and tests.

“There has been a tremendous amount of disbelief 
for me, it’s just so extraordinary,” said Canadian Jer-
emy Hansen during a Q&A session with press late on 
Thursday.

“I really like it up here,” said Hansen, on his fi rst 
ever journey to space. “The views are extraordinary.”

“It’s really fun to be fl oating around” in zero grav-
ity, he added. “It just makes me feel like a little kid.”

Hansen is on the crew with Americans Koch, Vic-
tor Glover and Reid Wiseman.

They are due to loop around the Moon early next 
week – a feat not accomplished in more than 50 years.

Nasa offi  cial Lakiesha Hawkins praised the photo-
graphs taken by commander Wiseman, calling them 
“amazing” during a briefi ng on Friday.

“We continue to learn all about our spacecraft as 
we operate it in deep space with crew for the fi rst 
time,” Hawkins said. “It’s important to remind our-
selves of that as we learn a little bit more day by day.”

The to-do list on Friday included a CPR demon-
stration and medical kit checks, the US space agency 
said, as well as preparation for the scientifi c obser-
vations that they’ll need to document when they are 
closest to the Moon on day six of their journey.

Nasa offi  cials reported on Friday that all systems 
were performing well, and that the astronauts were in 
“great spirits” and had spoken to their families.

The next major milestone of the approximately 
10-day journey is expected overnight today, at which 
point the astronauts will enter the “lunar sphere 
of infl uence” – when the Moon’s gravity will have 
stronger pull on the spacecraft than Earth’s.

If all proceeds smoothly, as Orion whips around the 

Moon the astronauts could set a record by venturing 
farther from Earth than any human before.

“There is nothing normal about this,” said mission 
commander Wiseman late on Thursday. “Sending 
four humans 250,000 miles away is a Herculean ef-

fort, and we are now just realising the gravity of that.”
The Artemis 2 mission is part of a longer-term plan 

to repeatedly return to the Moon, with the goal of 
establishing a permanent lunar base that will off er a 
platform for further exploration.

Astronauts now 
more than halfway 
to the Moon
AFP
Houston

A view of Earth taken by Wiseman from one of 
the Orion spacecraft’s windows after 
completing the translunar injection burn on 
April 2. The image features two auroras (top 
right and bottom left) and zodiacal light 
(bottom right) as the Earth eclipses the Sun. 
– Reuters

This handout picture by an Artemis II crew member 
provided by Nasa shows Koch illuminated by a screen 
inside the darkened Orion spacecraft on April 3, Hansen 
peers out of one of Orion’s windows. Lights are turned off  
to avoid glare on the windows. – AFP

This handout picture provided by Nasa shows the Moon taken by an Artemis II crew member through a 
window of the Orion spacecraft. – AFP

This handout picture by an Artemis II crew member provided by Nasa shows an illuminated sliver of Earth set 
against the blackness of space, seen through a window of the Orion spacecraft. – AFP

Artemis 2 astronaut Jeremy Hansen felt like he 
was “falling out of the sky” as his spacecraft 
followed its complex fl ight path to the Moon, 

the Canadian said in a video call yesterday.
The four Artemis astronauts have passed the 

halfway point between Earth and the Moon yes-
terday morning – more than 150,000 miles 
(241,000km) from home – as they zipped toward 
the first crewed lunar flyby in more than half a cen-
tury.

Hansen, a 50-year-old former fi ghter pilot on his 
maiden voyage into space, said that he saw “some ex-
traordinary things” during the fi rst hours aboard the 
Orion.

“By the time we had a bit of a nap and got up, 
the Earth was just so far away,” Hansen, fl anked by 
American crewmates Victor Glover and Reid Wise-

man, told a question-and-answer session hosted by 
the Canadian Space Agency (CSA).

Hansen then described the translunar injec-
tion burn – a manoeuvre that brought Orion within 
200km of Earth before swinging around onto a new 
course for the Moon.

“It just felt like we were falling out of the sky back 
to Earth, and I said to Reid, ‘It feels like we’re gonna 
hit it’,” Hansen said. “It’s amazing that we’re actually 
gonna go around and miss this thing. It was just so 
close and so to take all of that in was really phenom-
enal.”

Hansen, who joined the CSA in 2009 following 
his career as a fi ghter pilot in the Royal Canadian Air 
Force, will be the fi rst non-American to fl y around the 
Moon.

Orion’s next milestone, set to take place on day fi ve 

of the 10-day mission, is to enter the lunar sphere of 
infl uence, where the Moon’s gravitational pull ex-
ceeds that of the Earth, according to Nasa.

Hansen said that he is looking forward to an up-
close view of the far side of the Moon and seeing “an 
eclipse of the Sun behind the Moon, which will be 
pretty neat”.

He once cited a childhood encounter with a photo-
graph of Neil Armstrong on the Moon as the seed of 
his passion for space exploration.

Asked about advice for children, the father of three 
urged youngsters to “follow your passions, but also 
share your passions with other people”.

“To get big things done like we’re doing in this cap-
sule, to travel to the moon, to fl y around the moon, 
you need a big team behind you. And that’s true for all 
of us in our lives.” – AFP

Canadian astronaut describes ‘phenomenal’ journey



Reuters
Sydney

Every Easter, Sydney retiree 
Elsa Ulcak is one of the mil-
lions of Australians that hit 

the road to travel during the four-
day-long weekend.

But this year, she has  cancelled 
her trip with her husband because 
she could not justify  how much 
petrol her  getaway would use.

“We usually go to the coun-
tryside, but because  of the petrol 
situation, we decided to  stay at 
home this year,”  said Ulcak, 67.

A long trip would be costly 
and also consume fuel that could 
be used by people who needed it 
more, she said.

“(It’s) six or seven hours drive 
to the countryside ... it’s expen-
sive. Also we’ve got to think about 
it — working people need their 
petrol, (but) we’re retired, we can 
stay at home.”

“We usually go with a group of 
friends, everyone cancelled.”

The Easter long weekend is 
typically one of the busiest travel 
times  of the year in Australia. In 
2025, more than 4.5mn people 
had been expected to travel over 
the period, spending A$11.1bn 
($7.67bn) on their trips, according 

to  research fi rm Roy Morgan.
But many plans this year  have 

been disrupted by the outbreak 
of the Iran war on  February 28 
and the blockade of the Strait of 
Hormuz, which has choked global 
energy supplies.

Australia, which imports about 
90% of its fuel, has experienced 
localised shortages and seen pric-
es soar, with diesel costing more 
than A$3 per litre and petrol more 
than A$2.50 last week before the 
government cut fuel taxes to help 
bring prices down.

Rachel Abbott, a 27-year-old 
art director, has also shelved her 
travel plans this Easter.

While she would typically go 
home to north-east Victoria, both 
the cost of driving  and fl ights 
made her decide  to stay in Sydney.

“Work’s just been quite busy 
and fl ights are very expensive, 
and then if I were to drive, obvi-
ously it would be a lot more ex-
pensive,” she said.

Aid worker Stav Zotalis, 59, 
said her holiday plans were un-
aff ected since she prefers to stay 
at home for Easter, but this year 
“does feel very diff erent” due to 
the confl ict in the Middle East.

“I don’t know that we can cel-
ebrate. It feels like the world is 
shaky, it’s  unpredictable. And I 
feel that we don’t know where 
things are going.”

While she has felt the strain of 
higher costs at the petrol station 
and supermarket, she said she 
was more concerned about those 
in the confl ict zones.

“I’ve been an overseas aid 
worker for 25 years and I lived 
in Asia for 14 years, and I know 
people that live closer to the 
conflict are having to forgo food. 
Not just trips interstate or to the 
coast,  like some of  us here in 
Australia,” she said.
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Waste water to clean energy: Japanese engineers harness the power of osmosis
AFP
Fukuoka

A Japanese water plant is har-
nessing the natural process 
of osmosis to generate re-

newable energy that could one day 
become a common power source.

The possibility of generating 
power from osmosis — when wa-
ter molecules pass from a less salty 
solution to a more salty one — has 
long been known.

But actually generating en-
ergy from that has proved more 
complicated, in part due the dif-
fi culty of designing the membrane 
through which the molecules pass.

Engineers in the city of Fukuoka 
and their private partners think 
they might have cracked it, and have 
opened what is only the world’s sec-
ond osmotic power plant.

It generates power from the 
transfer of molecules between 
treated sewage water and con-
centrated seawater, a waste 
product from a desalination 
plant in the city.

“If osmotic power generation 
technology advances to the point 
where it can be practically used 

with ordinary seawater... this, 
in turn, would represent a ma-
jor contribution to eff orts against 
global warming,” said Kenji Hi-
rokawa, manager at Sea Water De-
salination Plant.

Osmosis is familiar to most 
people. It is the process that, for 
example, causes water to seep out 
of a cucumber or eggplant when 
sprinkled with salt.

Water molecules move across 
membranes from an area of low 
solution concentration to an area 
of higher concentrated solution.

At scale, that movement can be 
signifi cant enough to turn a turbine 
and thereby generate electricity.

— Desalination solution —
Fukuoka is particularly well-

placed to benefi t from the tech-
nology because it has a readily 
available source of extremely salty 
water — the brine leftover from 
desalination.

With no major rivers to suf-
fi ciently source its water, the 
city and wider Fukuoka region of 
2.6mn people have relied on a ma-
jor desalination plant to produce 
drinking water since 2005.

That left the city with large 
quantities of concentrated saline 

waste water to deal with.
Ordinarily it is diluted and re-

leased back to the sea. Previous at-
tempts to fi nd alternatives, including 
salt making, failed to gain traction.

Then engineering fi rm Kyowak-
iden Industry approached the city 
about harnessing the salty waste-
water for osmotic power.

“When our company rolls this 
out as a business, we aim to build 
plants roughly fi ve to 10 times the 
scale of this current facility,” said 
Tetsuro Ueyama, research and de-
velopment manager at the Naga-

saki-based company.
In Fukuoka’s system, a genera-

tor is attached to a local desalina-
tion plant located near a sewage 
treatment facility.

It draws in highly saline waste 
water from the desalination plant 
and receives treated sewage.

The two separate streams of liq-
uid go through a number of cham-
bers separated by semi-permeable 
membranes through which water 
molecules travel from the treated 
sewage toward the salty water.

That process increases the vol-

ume, pressure and speed of the sa-
line water fl ow, spinning a turbine 
that generates electricity before 
the now-diluted mixture is dis-
charged to sea.

The 700mn-yen ($4.4mn) pow-
er generation system came online 
last August, and once running at 
full capacity, it should generate 
up to 880,000 kilowatts annually, 
equivalent to the electricity con-
sumption of 300 households.

However it will remain devoted 
to supplying the power-thirsty fa-
cility, although it covers just a tiny 
fraction of its energy needs.

— Not ‘a pipe dream’ —
The engineers involved, how-

ever, are dreaming big.
The system will go through a 

fi ve-year test to monitor its per-
formance, including costs and 
maintenance, particularly for the 
membrane and other parts ex-
posed to salt.

Financial details of the project 
have not been disclosed, but engi-
neers admitted that for now the sys-
tem’s power costs “a lot more” than 
either fossil fuel or renewable energy.

Pumping the water into the sys-
tem also uses energy itself, and 
scaling up osmotic power for grid-

level energy production has not yet 
been done anywhere in the world.

Still, offi  cials and experts be-
lieve the power source has a fu-
ture, noting that unlike solar 
and wind, it is not dependent on 
weather or light.

And the current high costs are 
partly because the company had 
to build a one-of-a-kind power 
plant, Ueyama said.

Osmotic power has often been 
seen as primarily useful for estu-
ary areas, where freshwater river 
fl ows meet the salty ocean.

But Ueyama said the technique 
being used in Japan could be useful 
for countries with large desalina-
tion facilities like Saudi Arabia and 
other Middle Eastern nations.

Kyowakiden is also working on 
technology that could generate 
similar power levels from less salty 
regular seawater.

“First we want to popularise 
this technology from Fukuoka to 
the rest of Japan. In order for us 
to do that, we want to further up-
grade our technology to create os-
motic power generation that can 
use ordinary ocean water to gener-
ate electricity,” he said. “We don’t 
think this is a pipe dream.”

A staff  member changing a part of the osmosis membrane facilities at 
Sea Water Desalination Plant in Fukuoka.(AFP)

Reusable rocket’s maiden flight 
fails: China’s Space Pioneer
Reuters
Beijing

Beijing-based rocket devel-
oper  Space Pioneer said 
on Friday that the maiden  

fl ight of its reusable rocket  Tian-
long-3 failed, highlighting the 
challenge China’s rocket devel-
opers face in  catching up to Elon 
Musk’s  SpaceX.

Space Pioneer, also known as 
 Beijing Tianbing Technology Co, 
off ered few details about what 
went wrong, disclosing the failure 
only in a brief statement posted 
on its offi  cial WeChat account.

It is among a small group of rap-
idly growing private-sector rocket 
developers, spurred by Beijing’s 
push to turn China into a major 
space power, as well as policy sup-
port that has made it easier for 
such fi rms to raise capital and pur-
sue initial  public off erings.

These companies are now in a 

race to become the leading Chi-
nese developer of reusable rock-
ets, a technology so far mastered 
only by US-based SpaceX.

The  ability to launch, recover, 
and reuse the  main stage of an 
orbital rocket is key to lowering  
launch costs and making it easier 
to put into orbit satellites used for 
purposes ranging from commu-
nications to military surveillance.

After raising nearly 2.5bn yuan 
($363mn) six months ago, Space 
Pioneer said that Tianlong-3 was 
similar to SpaceX’s Falcon 9, the 
world’s only rocket model to have 
proven its reusability and reli-
ability via hundreds of launches.

The company says Tianlong-3 
is capable of putting 36 satellites 
into orbit per launch, making it 
well-suited for China’s ambitions 
 of building constellations made 
up  of thousands of satellites in 
a bid to reduce the monopoly 
SpaceX and its satellites have in 
Earth’s lower orbits.

This is not the fi rst setback for 
Space Pioneer’s reusable rocket.

In June 2024, the company 
completed a separate fundraising 
round of more than 1.5bn yuan 
($207mn) meant to fi nance the de-
velopment of its reusable rockets.

Weeks later, the fi rst stage of a 
Tianlong-3 rocket under devel-
opment detached from its  launch 
pad during a test due to structural 
failure and landed in a hilly area 
of the city of Gongyi in central 
China.

Tianlong-3’s second mishap 
highlights the gap between China 
and the US in reusable rockets. 
While Chinese fi rms including 
LandSpace have had better suc-
cess in launching reusable rock-
ets, no Chinese fi rm has yet dem-
onstrated the ability to recover 
and reuse a rocket’s main stage.

LandSpace is planning to 
 launch its reusable  rocket Zhu-
que-3 on its second fl ight during 
the fi rst half of this year.

A woman looks at signs displayed 
on empty fuel dispensers at 
a Shell petrol station that ran 
out of fuel, in Sydney, Australia. 
(Reuters/File Photo)

Australians cancel Easter travel 
as worries mount over fuel crisis

Indonesia receives bodies of 
peacekeepers killed in Lebanon
AFP
Jakarta

Indonesia received the bodies 
of three peacekeepers yes-
terday who were killed while 

on deployment in Lebanon and 
called for security guarantees for 
blue helmets a day after another 
three of its soldiers were injured.

The soldiers’ coffi  ns, draped 
in the Indonesian fl ag, arrived at 
the international airport and were 
carried into a hall on the shoul-
ders of uniformed comrades for a 
ceremony attended by President 
Prabowo Subianto.

Family members of the men 
wept over the coffi  ns, each front-
ed by a photograph of the dead 
soldier in a gold frame.

Prabowo saluted each portrait 
and held the hands of grieving 
loved ones, some weeping un-
consolably. Another three Indo-
nesian peacekeepers were injured 
in Lebanon Friday, two seriously, 
offi  cials said.

Foreign Minister Sugiono told 
reporters after yesterday’s cer-
emony that Indonesia wanted a 
thorough UN investigation.

“This is a peacekeeping mis-
sion. Incidents such as this 
should not happen,” the minister, 
who like many Indonesians has 
only one name, told reporters at 

the airport. “There must be a se-
curity guarantee for peacekeeping 
soldiers,” he added.

Peacekeeper Farizal Rhomad-
hon, 28, died when a projectile 
exploded on March 29 in southern 
Lebanon, where Israel and Hez-
bollah have been fi ghting since 
Lebanon was drawn into the Mid-
dle East war.

A UN security source told 
AFP on condition of anonym-
ity  on Tuesday that fi re from 
an Israeli tank was responsible 
for that attack.A day later, two 
more Indonesian peacekeep-
ers — 33-year-old Zulmi Adi-

tya Iskandar and Muhammad Nur 
Ichwan, 26 — died after an explo-
sion struck a Unifi l logistics con-
voy, also in southern Lebanon.

As Indonesia mourned its fallen 
soldiers, the UN Interim Force in 
Lebanon (Unifi l) said three more 
peacekeepers were wounded in 
a blast at a UN facility near El 
Adeisse on Friday afternoon, and 
rushed to hospital.

The UN Information Centre 
in Jakarta said the “origin of the 
explosion” was unknown but 
identifi ed the injured soldiers as 
Indonesian.

“Repeated attacks or incidents 

of this kind are unacceptable,” the 
Indonesian foreign ministry said 
in a statement.

The government urged the UN 
Security Council “to immediately 
convene a meeting of troop-con-
tributing countries to Unifi l to 
conduct a review and take meas-
ures to enhance the protection of 
personnel serving with Unifi l”.

The father of fallen soldier 
Zulmi Aditya Iskandar, said this 
week he was shocked that peace-
keepers were losing their lives in 
the confl ict. “We were really sad 
and regretful, because this is a UN 
troop, a peacekeeping troop, not 
deployed for war,” 60-year-old 
Iskandarudin told reporters at his 
house in West Java province.

The military has promised fi -
nancial support for the bereaved 
families.

All three men are to be laid to 
rest today.

After the latest attack that in-
jured three more soldiers, Armed 
Forces Commander General Agus 
Subiyanto ordered Indonesian 
peacekeepers in Lebanon to enter 
bunkers and refrain from activi-
ties outside.

The Indonesian National 
Armed Forces has said it will de-
ploy more than 750 personnel to 
Lebanon next month as part of 
the scheduled Unifi l peacekeep-
ing troop rotation.

Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto (centre) salutes the coff ins of 
Indonesian soldiers killed while serving with the United Nations Interim 
Force in Lebanon as they arrive at Soekarno-Hatta International Airport 
in Tangerang yesterday. (AFP)

Indonesia slams ‘unacceptable’ peacekeeper casualties in Lebanon

The Indonesian government 
yesterday slammed as “un-
acceptable” an explosion 

that injured three of its peacekeep-
ers in Lebanon within days of three 
other blue helmets from the South-
east Asian nation being killed.

The UN Interim Force in Leba-
non (Unifi l) said three peacekeep-
ers were wounded in a blast that 

occurred inside a UN facility near 
El Adeisse on Friday afternoon, 
and rushed to hospital.

Two were seriously wounded.
“Repeated attacks or incidents 

of this kind are unacceptable,” the 
Indonesian foreign ministry said 
in a statement.

“Regardless of their cause, 
these events underscore the ur-

gent need to strengthen protec-
tion for UN peacekeeping forces 
amid an increasingly dangerous 
confl ict situation.”

The government urged the UN 
Security Council to investigate the 
events. Friday’s incident came just 
days after an Indonesian peace-
keeper died when a projectile ex-
ploded on March 29 in southern 

Lebanon, where Israel and Hez-
bollah have been fi ghting since 
Lebanon was drawn into the Mid-
dle East war.

The Indonesian National 
Armed Forces has said it will de-
ploy more than 750 personnel to 
Lebanon next month as part of 
the scheduled Unifi l peacekeeping 
troop rotation.

Human remains found on Thai ship
attacked in Hormuz strait: fi rm

AFP
Bangkok

Human remains have been 
found aboard a cargo ship 
struck by Iran while tran-

siting the Strait of Hormuz last 
month, the vessel’s owner said on 
Friday, after three crew members 
were reported missing following 
the attack.

US-Israeli strikes on Iran late 
February prompted Tehran to re-
spond by eff ectively closing the 
Strait of Hormuz, a crucial artery 
for global oil supplies.

The Thai-fl agged Mayuree 
Naree was struck in March while 
travelling through the strait af-
ter departing Khalifa port in the 
United Arab Emirates.

“Certain human remains were 
found within the aff ected area 
of the vessel,” a statement from 
transport company Precious 
Shipping said on Friday, adding it 
could not yet confi rm the identi-
ties or the number of individuals.

Twenty Thai crew members re-
turned home in mid-March, while 
three of their colleagues were 
missing and presumed trapped in 
the damaged engine compartment.

A search was carried out under 
“challenging conditions” as the 
vessel’s engine room had been 
fl ooded and damaged by fi re, the 
company said.

Thailand’s foreign ministry said 
it was “saddened” by the devel-
opment and that families of the 
missing crew had been informed.

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
said in March they had struck the 
Mayuree Naree, as well as a Li-
beria-fl agged vessel, in the strait 
because the ships had ignored 
“warnings”.

Smoke rising from the Thai bulk 
carrier ‘Mayuree Naree’ near the 
Strait of Hormuz. (AFP/File photo)

A 6.0-magnitude quake struck off  Indonesia’s remote 
northern Talaud islands yesterday, the US Geological 
Survey said, with no immediate reports of casualties or 
damage. The tremor struck at a depth of 99km (61 miles), 
some 90km southeast of Sarangani province on the 

Philippine island of Mindanao. Harry Sauro, a provincial 
disaster off icial, told AFP the quake was only “slightly 
felt” and there were no reports of damage or injuries. 
Indonesia’s Meteorology, Climatology and Geophysics 
Agency said there was no threat of a tsunami. (AFP)

Japanese  Prime Minister Sanae 
Takaichi  is planning  a visit to 
Australia,  seeking to  discuss 
supply chains  for rare-earth 
elements and cooperation on safe 
navigation in the Strait of Hormuz, 
the Nikkei newspaper reported on 
Friday.
Takaichi’s initiative comes shortly 
after Tokyo signed a rare  earths 
deal with France, which Japan’s 
public broadcaster NHK reported 
on  Wednesday.
Japan and Western governments  
have been aiming to  diversify 
away from the supply chain 
largely dominated by China, 

the world’s largest rare earths 
producer and supplier.
The Japanese and Australian 
leaders will also discuss the “free 
and  open Indo-Pacific” initiative, 
 the Nikkei report said.
The attempt to lessen dependence 
on China has allowed Australian 
miners to secure deals, with Lynas 
agreeing a potential rare earths 
deal with  South Korea’s LS Eco 
Energy last week.
The Australian resources minister 
said on Thursday that France was 
among the countries that were 
set to invest in Australian critical 
mineral projects. (Reuters)

Magnitude 6.0 earthquake strikes off  north Indonesia

Japan PM plans Australia visit to 
discuss rare earths, Nikkei reports
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Oxford and Cambridge in action during the men’s University Boat Race in London, yesterday. (Reuters)

University Boat Race in LondonUK Police arrest suspect in 
ambulance arson case in court

AFP
London

London police announced 
yesterday they had arrest-
ed another man over an 

arson attack on ambulances run 
by a Jewish charity in London — 
after offi  cers recognised him at a 
court hearing over the incident.

Two men and a boy charged 
over the March 23 attack ap-
peared at a court in Westminster 
yesterday and were remanded in 
custody until later this month.

During the hearing, prosecu-
tor Emma Harraway said anoth-
er person had been arrested, but 
did not elaborate.

Then London’s Metropolitan 
Police issued a statement saying 
offi  cers in court had recognised 
a 19-year-old man as involved 
in the attack.

They arrested him for “arson 
with intent to endanger life”, the 
statement added.

Already on Wednesday, two 
young men and a boy were ar-

rested at separate addresses in 
east London and charged over 
the attack.

They will remain in detention 
until their next hearing on April 
24, the court ruled.

The defendants, charged with 
arson that was “reckless as to 
whether life would be endan-
gered”, spoke only to confi rm 
their identity.

The trio showed “signifi cant 
premeditation and planning, 
including actions to hide” their 
off ence, said Harraway.

She told the court there was 
strong evidence that this was 
“a premeditated and targeted 
attack against the Jewish com-
munity”.

One of the lines of inquiry is 
to determine “whether this case 
falls under the National Security 
Act 2023”, she said, referring to 
anti-terrorism legislation.

The vehicles targeted were run 
by Hatzola, a volunteer organi-
sation that provides free medical 
transportation and emergency 
response in north London.

India-fl agged LPG tanker 
crosses Strait of Hormuz

AFP
Mumbai

An Indian-fl agged tanker 
carrying LPG has safely 
passed through the Strait 

of Hormuz, India’s government 
said yesterday.

Iran has eff ectively halted 
maritime traffi  c in the waterway, 
a critical route for global crude 
oil and gas, since US and Israeli 
strikes began on February 28.

However, New Delhi, the 
world’s second-largest buyer of 
liquefi ed petroleum gas, has man-
aged to secure passage for several 
Indian-fl agged vessels over the 
past three weeks.

The shipping ministry con-
fi rmed on Saturday that LPG 
carrier Green Sanvi had passed 
through the chokepoint.

“Green Sanvi has safely trans-
ited the Strait of Hormuz, carry-
ing 46,650 MT of LPG cargo with 
25 seafarers on board,” a state-
ment said, without giving further 
details of its fi nal destination.

It said 17 Indian-fl agged vessels, 
carrying 460 Indian crew, “remain 
in the western Persian Gulf region”.

Data from ship tracking com-
pany Marine Traffi  c’s website 
confi rmed that the Green Sanvi 
was an Indian-fl agged tanker.

Public broadcaster All India 
Radio said it was the “seventh In-
dia-bound LPG tanker” to cross 
the Strait of Hormuz since the 

Middle East war began.
India’s petroleum and natural 

gas ministry also said yesterday 
that Indian refi ners were buying 
crude oil from Iran and other na-
tions to help deal with the global 
energy crisis.

“Amid Middle East supply 
disruptions, Indian refi ners have 
secured their crude oil require-
ments, including from Iran,” it 
said in a post on X, adding that 
there was “no payment hurdle for 
Iranian crude imports”.

That comes about two weeks 
after the US Treasury said it was 
temporarily lifting sanctions on 
Iranian oil already loaded onto 
vessels.

The ministry also confi rmed 
that an LPG vessel carrying 
around “44 TMT Iranian LPG” 
was berthed and “currently dis-
charging” at the southwestern 
Indian port of Mangalore.

India imports about 60% of its 
LPG needs and has been grap-
pling with a gas crunch over the 
past month.

The Indian government has 
imposed tighter controls over 
natural and cooking gas following 
import disruptions, prioritising 
supply towards households and 
limiting the amount available for 
industrial use.

New Delhi maintains strong 
relations with Tehran but has 
steadily expanded cooperation 
with Israel in defence, agriculture, 
technology and cybersecurity.

Sri Lanka struggles to avert 
economic collapse over war
AFP
Colombo

Sri Lanka is struggling to pre-
vent a repeat of its spectacu-
lar economic collapse four 

years ago, as the prolonged Middle 
East war compounds the fallout 
from a deadly cyclone in November.

President Anura Kumara Dis-
sanayake has rationed fuel, raised 
its price by a third and increased 
electricity costs by up to 40% 
since the war began disrupting 
global energy supplies.

Panic buying fuel in Sri Lanka 
has brought back memories of 
2022, when the economy tanked, 
with infl ation hitting 70% after 
Colombo defaulted on its $46bn 
external debt.

The accompanying protests 
toppled the once-powerful presi-
dent, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, who 
was accused of mismanagement 
and corruption.

But the Frontline Socialist Par-
ty (FSP) that led the “Aragalaya”, 
or struggle, that ousted Rajapaksa 
has warned that Dissanayake’s 
administration may be facing an 
implosion.

“We believe that a response to 
this economic crisis will come po-
litically,” FSP politburo member 
Duminda Nagamuwa told AFP.

“Because of the strength of 
the (government’s) mandate, this 
economic shock is still being ab-
sorbed by the people without ex-
ploding politically,” he said.

Dissanayake’s leftist JVP, or the 

People’s Liberation Front, won a 
two-thirds majority at the Novem-
ber 2024 parliamentary elections 
after his own victory two months 
earlier in the presidential poll.

A vendor at Colombo’s Pettah 
night market, Wasantha Jayalath, 
55, said he voted for Dissanayake in 
2024 hoping for better times, but 
felt the situation was getting worse.

“We voted... thinking that a 
good, self-suffi  cient era would 
dawn for our country,” Jayalath 
told AFP. “There is no such situ-
ation; instead, what we realise is 
that the country is going further 
into an abyss.”

A trader at the capital’s main 
wholesale market, Priyantha Sud-
harshana Silva, 53, is not blaming 
the administration for the crisis.

“Protesting won’t help because 
the country is already in a diffi  cult 

position,” Silva told AFP. “We be-
lieve that moving forward, even 
with these diffi  culties, is a signifi -
cant achievement.”

Human rights lawyer Bhavani 
Fonseka said protests have been 
subdued because people are pre-
occupied with the day-to-day 
challenge of securing supplies.

Fuel rationing has shortened 
queues, but on Thursday, the 
government began limiting water 
supply hours to conserve reserves 
and save pumping costs.

“Compared to what we had in 
2022... you’re not seeing that level 
of protest,” Fonseka told AFP. “Sri 
Lanka was just coming out of an-
other disaster — Cyclone Ditwah — 
and the government imposed a state 
of emergency to deal with that.”

Fonseka said the wide powers 
that emergency laws give the au-

thorities to arrest and detain sus-
pects could be used to stifl e any 
popular protests, raising serious 
concerns for rights activists.

“We are in a situation where... 
laws that are in place, and the 
way they are being used, raise the 
question of whether rights could 
be further eroded in the coming 
weeks and months,” she said.

Cyclone Ditwah, the worst 
disaster since the 2004 Asian 
tsunami, killed 641 people and 
aff ected almost the entire coun-
try late last year.

The cyclone, which triggered 
fl oods and mudslides, caused an 
estimated $4.1bn in damage, ac-
cording to the World Bank.

The government announced 
plans in December for 500bn ru-
pees ($1.6bn) in extra spending to 
fund the country’s recovery.

The money will be used to re-
build devastated homes, roads, 
bridges and railways, as well as for 
cash handouts to help people re-
gain lost livelihoods.

Colombo also secured $206mn 
in emergency fi nancing from the 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) in December to deal with 
the aftermath of the disaster.

An IMF delegation is currently 
in Sri Lanka to review its four-
year $2.9 bn bailout loan before 
releasing a $700mn instalment.

Sri Lankan authorities have 
said they may ask the IMF to 
modify the loan’s austerity con-
ditions, given the country’s wors-
ening economic circumstances 
due to external factors.

An employee at Sri Lanka’s government Information Department 
works without air conditioning and lights in Colombo. (AFP)

Virginia Giuff re’s family urges 
King Charles to meet Epstein 
survivors during US visit

Reuters
London

The family of Jeff rey Epstein 
accuser Virginia Giuff re  
yesterday urged  Britain’s 

King Charles to meet with sur-
vivors during his state  visit to the 
United States  later this month, 
saying the  trip coincides with the 
anniversary of her death.

In a statement shared with Re-
uters, Sky and Amanda Roberts 
said the visit would take place 
two days after the one-year an-
niversary of Giuff re taking her 
own life.

“We strongly urge King Charles 
to meet with us and survivors and 
hear what we have to say,” they 
said. “We are thankful to him for 
heeding our sister’s allegations  
against Andrew Mountbatten-
Windsor, and for his decisive ac-
tion in stripping his brother from 
his position as a prince.”

Buckingham Palace didn’t re-
spond to a request  for comment. 
Palace offi  cials have previously 
said the  king could not become in-
volved while investigations con-
nected to sexual  abuse by Epstein 
and his circle remain ongoing.

Giuff re accused the late US fi n-
ancier Epstein of traffi  cking her 
to King Charles’ younger brother, 
Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, 
when she was 17.

Mountbatten-Windsor has al-
ways denied the allegations and 
reached an out-of-court settle-
ment with Giuff re in 2022 with-
out admitting wrongdoing. He 
has said he had no recollection of 
meeting Giuff re.

Charles and his wife Queen 
Camilla are due to visit the US 
from April 27-30 on a  trip timed 

to mark the 250th anniversary of 
American independence.

The state visit comes as Brit-
ain seeks to steady relations with 
US President Donald Trump after 
tensions over the Iran war, placing 
additional attention on the mon-
arch’s programme in Washington.

After renewed scrutiny over 
Mountbatten-Windsor’s friend-
ship with Epstein, the king 
moved to remove his brother 
from public life, stripping him of 
military roles, patronages and the 
use of his  royal titles.

Mountbatten-Windsor was 
arrested earlier this year on sus-
picion of misconduct in public 
offi  ce over allegations he passed 
confi dential documents to Ep-
stein. He has denied wrongdoing.

The Roberts said they hoped 
the king would meet survivors of 
sexual abuse by Epstein and his 
circle directly and that dialogue 
with survivors and their families 
could lead to action by the British 
government against Epstein’s co-
conspirators.

Buckingham Palace has previ-
ously  said that the  royal family’s 
“thoughts and utmost sympa-
thies” were with victims and sur-
vivors of abuse.

Britain’s King Charles. (Reuters/
File photo)

India’s March palm oil imports fall to 3-month low
Reuters
MumbaiI

India’s palm oil imports fell 
nearly 19% in March to a 
three-month low as a rally in 

tropical oil  prices, tracking en-
ergy markets, prompted refiners 
to curb  purchases and wait  for a 
correction, five dealers said.

Lower imports  could deplete 
stocks  and support local oilseed 
prices,  but may force the world’s 
biggest edible oil importer to 
step up overseas buying in com-
ing months to replenish stocks.

Palm oil imports fell to 
689,000 metric tonnes in March, 
the lowest since December 2025, 
down from 847,689 tonnes in 
February, per dealer estimates.

Soyoil imports eased 3% 
month-on-month in March to  
290,000 tonnes, while sunfl ower 
oil shipments jumped 36.3% to 
198,000 tonnes. India’s overall 
edible oil imports fell nearly 9% 
from February to  1.18mn tonnes in 
March, the  lowest since April 2025, 
as palm oil and  soyoil purchases 
declined, estimates showed.

The fi gures exclude duty-free 
shipments arriving via land bor-

ders from Nepal, the dealers said.
India is estimated to have im-

ported 60,000 tonnes of edible 
oils, mainly soyoil, from Nepal in 
March, said Rajesh Patel, man-
aging partner at edible oil trader 
GGN Research at Rajkot, Gujarat.

The Solvent Extractors’ Asso-
ciation of India is set to release its 
 March import data  by mid-April.

Refining margins for crude 
palm oil turned negative in 
March after overseas prices 
surged, prompting Indian buy-
ers to scale back imports, said 
Sandeep Bajoria, chief executive 
of Sunvin Group, a vegetable oil 

brokerage and consultancy firm.
Malaysian palm oil futures 

jumped 19.47% in March, mark-
ing their strongest monthly gain 
since April 2022,  on expectations 
that a rally in energy prices, driv-
en by the Middle East confl ict, 
will boost biodiesel demand.

“Supplies are now coming in 
from the new-season rapeseed 
crop, which is also helping to curb 
imports in the short term,” Bajoria 
said. India sources most of its palm 
oil from Indonesia and Malaysia, 
while soyoil and sunfl ower  oil are  
imported mainly from Argentina, 
Brazil, Russia and Ukraine.

Streaming channel for pets launched in China
AFP
Beijing

Cats and dogs can now fi ll the hours their 
owners are at work with a dedicated 
all-day streaming channel for pets 

launched by Chinese tech giant Tencent.
Clips of a duckling swimming in a bath or 

two happy pooches patrolling their neigh-
bourhood are examples of the curated pro-
gramming on “PetTV”.

The new channel on Tencent Video — Chi-
na’s most popular online streaming platform 
— is meant to keep pets company while alone 
or can act as an activity for animals and hu-
mans to enjoy together.

“This is all dog content, when will the cat 
programme be on?” one person engrossed in 
the service wrote in the chatroom on PetTV’s 
streaming page.

Tencent Video described PetTV as a “24-
hour happiness hub specially designed for 
your furry kids” in a post on social media app 
WeChat introducing the service last weekend.

Dogs and cats’ senses are diff erent to hu-
mans’, so the channel’s colours, refresh rates 
and audio frequencies have been designed to 
suit their specifi c needs, it said.

PetTV is available to paid subscribers of 

Tencent Video, which said its market research 
found that 66 % of dog owners leave the tel-
evision on for their pets when they are out.

But the streaming service isn’t the only pet 
specifi c media on the market.

Popular Headspace mindfulness app posted 
a YouTube video this week titled: “When your 
pets miss you, play this: 6 hour calming music 
for dogs and cats”.

Tencent Video will also take advantage of 
third-party content including airing Ameri-
ca’s DogTV — the world’s fi rst TV channel and 
streaming service for pets.

The value of China’s growing urban pet 
market is estimated to reach 405 bn yuan ($59 
bn) in 2028, according to a recent report by 
PetData.cn.

On average last year, Chinese households 
spent more than 3,000 yuan ($435) on each 
dog and more than 2,000 yuan on each cat for 
their care needs.

The new channel on Tencent 
Video — China’s most popular 
online streaming platform — is 
meant to keep pets 
company while alone or can 
act as an activity for animals 
and humans to enjoy together



By Byron Kaye
Reuters

Since Australia banned 
children from using 
social media in 
December, lawmakers 

from Spain to Malaysia have 
expressed interest in following 
suit, while  US courts have found 
tech firms negligent toward 
young users.

This global spotlight on the 
first such ban  on people under 
16 using popular apps appears  to 
have encouraged Prime Minister 
Anthony Albanese’s government 
to ramp up enforcement this 
week of what it was  touting as 
successful co-operation with 
industry two months ago, tech 
policy  experts say.

In getting more aggressive 
with apps such  as Instagram 
and TikTok, Albanese’s centre-
left government is pleased with 
the overseas interest -- at least 
eight countries have said they 
want similar curbs -- but keen 
to counter the news that many 
teens are still scrolling on their 
phones, experts say.

‘WHOLE WORLD’S 
WATCHING’

“The whole world’s watching 
Australia in this experiment, 
and therefore it looks like weak 
government to back down 
or pretend that the failures 
in reasonable eff orts aren’t 
happening,” said Jeannie Paterson, 
co-founder of the Centre for 
Artifi cial Intelligence and Digital 
Ethics, who regularly advises 
government on tech policy.

A spokesperson for 
Communications Minister Anika 
Wells said she had not toughened 
her stance due to global 
attention, declining to comment 
further. A month after the ban 
took eff ect, the government 
reported in mid-January that 
social media platforms had 
deactivated 4.7mn suspected  
underage accounts, prompting 
industry participants to expect 
a grace period of up to a year on 
enforcement of the ban.

The British and Canadian 
governments and some US 
lawmakers have sounded out 
the Australian authorities 
on the social media ban -- a 
policy overwhelmingly backed 
by parents but opposed by the 
multi-trillion-dollar  industry 
that must comply with it. Those 
signs of progress, however, have 
been  undermined by a series of 
headlines about minors staying 
on social media.

On Tuesday the government 
said it  was investigating Meta’s 
Instagram and Facebook, 
TikTok, Alphabet’s YouTube 
and Snapchat for possible 
breaches of the law, gathering 
evidence for possible legal 
action. The eSafety regulator 
had previously said it would only 
take enforcement action in cases 

of systemic noncompliance.
In its first comprehensive 

compliance report, the regulator 
said nearly one-third of parents 
reported their under-16 child 
still had at least one social media 
account. Among those, two-
thirds said the platform had not 
asked the child’s age. Angela 
Flannery, a former general 
counsel for the government’s 
Communications Department 
who now advises the private 
sector, said, “The government is 
quite heartened generally by the 
number of other jurisdictions 
that are looking at imposing 
restrictions on the under-16s 
globally.”

But given Tuesday’s 
“disheartening” report on 
compliance, Flannery said, “They 
probably want to be seen to be 

taking action to keep encouraging 
other jurisdictions to enforce or 
to enact similar bans.” Meta and 
Snap said they were committed 
to  complying with the ban, 
TikTok declined to comment 
 and Alphabet did not respond 
to a request for comment on the 
government action.

META, GOOGLE LOSE IN US 
COURTROOMS

The eSafety report said 
complaints about cyberbullying 
and image-based abuse -- 
problems the government 
said the ban would fix -- were 
unchanged, while parents 
reported being unable to notify 
platforms that their underage 
children still had accounts. 
Minors who failed an age test 
were being prompted to repeat 

the test until they passed, the 
regulator said.

The ban requires platforms 
to take “reasonable steps” to 
keep under-16s from having 
an account or face fines of 
up to A$49.5mn ($34mn). 
Communications Minister 
Wells said the problem was not 
parents or kids failing to comply 
but Big Tech undermining the 
government’s policy.

Also likely emboldening 
Australia to go after platforms, 
say people familiar with the 
ban’s rollout, were a US trial 
verdict  last week ordering Meta 
to pay $375mn in penalties 
for safety lapses that allowed 
child exploitation on Facebook, 
Instagram and WhatsApp, 
and another decision finding 
Meta and Google negligent 
for designing social media 
platforms that are harmful to 
young people.

“The court cases in New 
Mexico and California have 
helped the court of public 
opinion,” said Julian Sefton-
Green, a professor of new media 
at Deakin University who is 
advising the commissioner’s 
two-year study on the ban’s 
impact. “They’re jury decisions, 
that social media is liable for the 
well-being of young people, so I 
think the government’s going to 
take heart from that.”

Rob Nicholls, a researcher of 
regulation at the University of 
Sydney, said the lawsuits may 
prompt platform redesigns that 
comply with the Australian 
ban by focusing on protecting 
minors. “The effect of that 
design change  will be to reduce 
access for  under-16s,” he said. 
“If you’ve got to do it to avoid 
litigation in the States, you may 
as well do the same thing around 
the world.”

Like many of her fellow volunteers, Hungarian beautician 
Krisztina Menczel sat idle in the past elections that kept nationalist 
Prime Minister Viktor Orban in power. But opposition leader Peter 
Magyar’s hopes of ending the longstanding premier’s 16-year reign 
in Hungary rest in no small part on fi rst-time campaigners like 
Menczel.

“Canvassing has a big impact,” the 41-year-old told AFP 
in Jaszfenyszaru, a central Hungarian town long considered a 
stronghold of Orban’s Fidesz party. “Even those who wouldn’t dare 
reveal their political preferences come over and chat with us.”

Magyar, a former government insider turned critic, is off ering 
voters a radical break from Orban’s self-described “illiberal” system, 
vowing to crack down on corruption and improve public services. 
Thanks to his party’s on-the-ground network, Orban’s grip on small 
towns like Jaszfenyszaru, population 6,000, appears to be weakening 
ahead of the April 12 vote.

Orban, who has criticised neighbouring Ukraine and acted as a 
spoiler at many European Union summits, has long counted on his 
media dominance to promote his platform.

Instead, Magyar’s TISZA party has had to rely on grassroots word-
of-mouth to promote its message.

While the ruling party puts up billboards, TISZA has asked its 
supporters to hang party signs on homes and shopfronts. Menczel 
said she decided to help the party after Magyar visited the town last 
August on his nearly non-stop nationwide tour. She now spends up 
to three hours a day campaigning, on top of managing TISZA’s local 
social media pages.

When he shot into prominence in 2024, Magyar had no party 
apparatus behind him.

But his rise came in the wake of a child abuse pardon scandal 
which shook Orban’s tight 
grip on power. With many 
Hungarians already dissatisfi ed 
with the economy, the scandal 
proved a “tipping point”, when 
many voters “realised they had 
enough of Orban’s system”, 
according to Zoltan Lakner, the 
editor-in-chief of the ‘Jelen’ 
weekly newspaper.

After tirelessly criss-crossing 
the country and a prominent 
social media campaign, Magyar 
led a previously dormant TISZA 

to second place behind Fidesz at the 2024 European elections.
A month after the vote, he called supporters to set up loosely 

connected associations to handle on-the-ground organising, 
dubbed “TISZA islands”, a nod to the party sharing its name with 
the country’s longest river. According to the party, around 4,000 
“islands” have since been established, including in rural areas which 
the old opposition parties had eff ectively abandoned.

These groups organised local community events, such as charity 
drives, cookouts and political discussions, before switching to full-
time campaigning. Key to these events’ success was the involvement 
of small and medium-sized businesses, according to Lakner, who 
describes the movement as a “revolution of entrepreneurs”. “This 
also aff ects the islands’ attitude towards politics: They approach it 
pragmatically instead of ideologically, simply wanting the country to 
function well,” the analyst explained.

Dozens of “islanders” ended up being chosen as party candidates 
during November’s primaries. Many of them are locally respected 
professionals, such as doctors, who are completely new to politics. 
“This lends them credibility, given the widespread disillusionment 
with professional politicians,” Bulcsu Zsiga, a researcher at the 
Centre for Fair Political Analysis, told AFP.

But their political inexperience carries a “danger” which TISZA is 
“clearly trying to mitigate”, the expert noted, pointing to the party’s 
much criticised policy of restricting media access to candidates. 
Even so, drawing in local fi gures has helped to break the “spiral 
of silence” some Fidesz-dominated rural communities, where 
opposition supporters previously felt isolated or reluctant to express 
their views, Zsiga added.

In the Hungarian countryside, activism often comes at a price, 
some dearer than others, as campaigners in Jaszfenyszaru can attest. 
Menczel, the beautician, said that a close relative of the local Fidesz 
lawmaker stopped frequenting her salon after she posted a picture 
with TISZA’s candidate on social media. Others have suff ered more 
serious consequences.

Forty-eight-year-old retailer Eszter Somfai had her home address 
shared online, after an internal party database with some 200,000 
supporters’ personal details was leaked last November. “But we will 
not let them deter us, we proudly campaign for Tisza,” Menczel said.

“I feel people here are increasingly opening up... If everything is 
conducted fairly, then we will be victorious.” —AFP
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The ban requires platforms to take “reasonable steps” to keep under-16s from having an account or face fines 
of up to A$49.5mn ($34mn). (Reuters/File Photo)



Reuters
Warsaw, 

The European Union (EU) 
should end sanctions on 
Russian oil and gas im-

ports, take steps to restore Druzh-
ba oil  pipeline fl ows and end the 
war in  Ukraine to tackle the en-
ergy  crisis stemming from the 
war in Iran,  Slovak Prime Minister 
Robert Fico  said yesterday.

Fico said in  a statement af-
ter a call with Hungarian Prime 
Minister Viktor Orban that the 
EU should renew dialogue with 
Russia and ensure conditions 
so member states can get miss-
ing gas and oil supplies from all 
sources, including Russia.

Hungary and Slovakia’s leaders 
are outliers in the EU for main-
taining relations with Moscow.

Oil prices have surged since 
U.S. and  Israeli strikes on Iran 
started on February 28, hold-
ing up shipments from the Gulf 
and creating, what the Interna-
tional Energy Agency called  the 

biggest oil supply disruption in 
history.

Central European  nations 
have taken measures to cool the 
impact of  high prices at the fuel 
pump for people and businesses.

The EU was importing just 1% 
of its oil from Russia by the fi nal 
quarter of 2025, having slashed 
imports since Moscow’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Hungary and Slovakia were the 
only two EU countries still im-
porting Russian oil by January 27, 
when Kyiv said a Russian drone 
strike hit pipeline equipment in 
 Ukraine, disrupting Russian oil 
shipments.

Budapest  and Bratislava have 
accused Ukraine of deliberately 
delaying the repairs to resume oil 
fl ows through the Druzhba pipe-
line, triggering a political dispute 
that has seen Hungary block an 
EU loan to Kyiv. Ukraine says it is 
fi xing it as fast as it can.

In the statement on Saturday, 
Fico said it was not enough to 
deal with the energy crisis  only at 
the national level.

AFP
Kyiv

A Russian drone hit a cov-
ered market in the eastern 
Ukrainian city of Nikopol 

yesterday, killing fi ve people and 
wounding 25, offi  cials said, as 
Moscow pressed on with intensi-
fi ed daytime attacks.

Russia has been fi ring aerial 
broadsides at Ukraine throughout 
its more than four-year invasion, 
mostly at night, but in recent weeks 
it has stepped up daytime attacks.

The market in Nikopol, Dni-
propetrovsk region, was hit at 
9:50am (0650 GMT), the local 
prosecutor’s offi  ce said.

Regional governor, Oleksandr 
Ganja, said in a Telegram post 
that three women and two men 
were killed.

He added that a 14-year-old 
girl was among the 25 wounded 
and was in a “critical condition”.

Attacks continued during 
the morning hours on Saturday, 
wounding six in the northeastern 
city of Kharkiv, near the front line, 
regional police said.

The Ukrainian air force said 
Russia fi red 286 drones overnight, 
of which 260 were intercepted.

In the northern Sumy region, 11 
people were wounded in strikes on 
residential areas and civilian infra-
structure overnight, police said.

Images released by Ukrain-
ian emergency services showed a 
building whose upper fl oors were 
engulfed in fl ames. Another at-
tack killed a woman and wound-
ed another two in the southeast-
ern city of Kherson, which is 
close to the fi ghting.

In Russia, a missile and drone at-
tack on the southern Rostov region 
bordering Ukraine left one person 
dead and four seriously wounded in 
the city of Taganrog, regional gov-
ernor Yuri Slyussar said.

On the Sea of Azov, a foreign 
cargo ship was damaged by fall-
ing drone debris and caught fi re, 
he added.

A family of three, including an 
eight-year-old child, was killed 
in a house by a nighttime Ukrain-
ian drone strike that also targeted 
railway infrastructure in Russian-
occupied Lugansk, the Moscow-
backed administration said.

Ukrainian President Volody-
myr Zelensky was on a surprise 
visit to Istanbul yesterday for se-
curity talks with Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Zelensky this week signalled 
he was ready for a truce over the 

Orthodox Easter holidays, but the 
Kremlin said it had not received 
“clearly formulated” proposals.

Ukraine has accused Russia 
of prolonging the war to capture 
more territory, and says Moscow 
is not interested in peace. Russia 
says it wants a permanent settle-
ment instead of a brief ceasefi re.

Talks between the two war-
ring parties, mediated by the US, 
have been stalled by the war in the 
Middle East.

In comments to reporters, 
including AFP, published on 
Friday, Zelensky said he had in-
vited an American delegation to 
Ukraine to relaunch negotiations 
with Moscow.

“The delegation will do every-
thing possible in the current con-
ditions — during the war with Iran 
— to come to Kyiv,” Zelensky said.

“The American group can come 

to us and, after us, go to Moscow. 
If it does not work out with three 
parties, let’s do it this way,” he 
added.

Amid the Middle East war, 
Ukraine has sought to leverage its 
expertise in fi ghting off  Russian 
drones similar to those Iran has 
been using in retaliatory attacks 
across Gulf nations.

Last week, Zelensky visited 
several Middle Eastern countries 
and signed defence agreements 
with Qatar and Saudi Arabia.

He also suggested Ukraine could 
help unblock the Strait of Hormuz, 
whose eff ective closure by Iran has 
rattled the global economy.

He did not specify how Ukraine 
could contribute, but cited Kyiv’s 
experience in restoring passage 
through the Black Sea, which 
Russia had blocked at the begin-
ning of its invasion.

AFP
Kabul

Heavy rain and storms have 
killed at least 121 people 
over two weeks across 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, disas-
ter offi  cials in both countries said 
yesterday.

Stormy weather has brought 
rain sweeping across Afghani-
stan since late March, causing 
floods, landslides, and hitting 
homes and crops.

“Since March 26 till today, 77 
people have been killed and 137 
wounded across the country be-
cause of the fl oods and rains,” Af-
ghanistan’s disaster management 
authority (ANDMA) spokesman 
Mohammad Yousuf Hammad told 
AFP yesterday.

The spokesman added that 26 
people were killed and 48 were 
wounded across the country in 
the past 48 hours due to rains, 
fl oods, landslides and lightning.

Across the border in Pakistan, 44 
people were killed following heavy 
rains in the last weeks, offi  cials said.

At least 32 people died in the 
northern province of Khyber Pa-
khtunkhwa since March 25 and 12 
in southwestern Balochistan since 
March 20, the provincial disaster 
management authorities told AFP.

Afghanistan’s latest casualties 
include a child who drowned in a 
fl ash fl ood in southeastern Ghazni 
yesterday morning while he was 
busy playing with other children, 
provincial police said.

Two more children also 
drowned in diff erent districts of 
the same province.

That came hours after three 
people died in Kandahar prov-
ince, southern Afghanistan, when 

the roof of their house collapsed 
due to rains, the provincial disas-
ter management authority said.

ANDMA spokesman Ham-
mad said rainfall since the start of 
spring “can strengthen the under-
ground sources of water and give 
growth to the agriculture sector”.

But he said it can also cause hu-
man suff ering and fi nancial loss.

In western Herat province, 
farmer Abdul Rahim Taimori said: 
“We don’t remember such a fl ood 
happening before. It has caused 
us a lot of damage.

“It has destroyed the crops of 
people, their homes. If it contin-
ues like this then we would have 

to leave our homes,” the 45-year-
old told AFP.

But relocating is unaff ordable 
for many.

“Where shall we go? We are 
forced to stay,” said Majal Niazi, a 
45-year-old farmer who lives in a 
one-room house with his family.

The rain has also led to several 
road closures, with Kabul police 
reporting the partial closure Fri-
day of the road between the capi-
tal and the city of Jalalabad.

Afghanistan’s disaster manage-
ment authority renewed its warning 
to people to stay away from “rivers 
and fl ooded streams, and follow the 
weather forecast seriously”.

The latest casualties follow 
more than 60 people being killed 
in snow and heavy rain that hit 
Afghanistan in January.

Afghanistan frequently expe-
riences deadly fl oods, landslides 
and storms, particularly in remote 
areas with fragile infrastructure.

Among the poorest countries 
in the world after decades of war, 
Afghanistan is particularly ex-
posed to the eff ects of climate 
change, which scientists say is 
spurring extreme weather.

“It was drought before and 
now we have these rains, both 
are a danger,” said Abdul Sattar, a 
40-year-old farmer in Herat.
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Iran refutes declining 
Pakistan invitation
Agencies
Tehran

Iranian Foreign Minister Ab-
bas Araghchi yesterday dis-
missed what he called “mis-

representation” by US media 
outlets, asserting that Tehran had 
never declined an invitation to 
engage in discussions via Paki-
stan’s mediation.

“We are deeply grateful to Paki-
stan for its eff orts and have never 
refused to go to Islamabad,” Aragh-
chi said in a social media post. 
“What we care about are the terms 
of a conclusive and lasting end to 
the illegal war imposed on us.”

His remarks come amid an in-
creasingly intricate diplomatic 
eff ort centred on Islamabad. Last 
week, Pakistan’s Foreign Min-
ister Ishaq Dar said his country 
would be “honoured to host and 
facilitate meaningful talks be-
tween the two sides” after the 
foreign ministers of Saudi Ara-
bia, Turkiye and Egypt gathered 
for consultations in the Pakistani 
capital.

Washington, sources said, re-
cently conveyed a 15-point peace 
plan to Tehran through Pakistan, 
proposing that Iran dismantle its 
nuclear sites, halt uranium en-
richment, and cease support for 
regional proxies in exchange for 
sanctions relief and US coopera-
tion in the civilian nuclear sector. 
Iran’s response was swift: For-
eign Ministry spokesman Esmail 
Baghaei reiterated that contacts 
remained strictly indirect and 
conveyed through intermediar-

ies, describing the US proposals 
as unacceptable.

On March 30, Tehran acknowl-
edged holding indirect exchanges 
through Islamabad but con-
demned Washington’s stance as 
“excessive and unreasonable.” 

It subsequently advanced a 
fi ve-point counterproposal call-
ing for an end to US and Israeli 
attacks, mechanisms to prevent 
renewed confl ict, compensation 
for war damage, and recognition 
of Iranian sovereignty over the 
Strait of Hormuz.

President Masoud Pezeshkian, 
in phone talks with Pakistani 
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, 
warned that Iran had been at-
tacked twice during earlier nu-
clear dialogues with Washing-
ton — deepening its mistrust of 
American intentions and under-
lining the need for confi dence-
building steps before any direct 
engagement.

Rain, storms kill 121 in Afghanistan, Pakistan in 2 weeks

A rescue team helps residents evacuating the flooded area following heavy rainfall on the outskirts of 
Peshawar yesterday. (AFP)

Afghanistan quake kills 12 

France announces crisis loans 
for firms hit by fuel-price surge

An earthquake that struck 
Afghanistan overnight killed 12 
people, including eight members 
of the same family, a government 
off icial and the Afghan Red 
Crescent Society said yesterday.
The 5.8-magnitude quake struck 
at 8:42pm (1612 GMT) on Friday 
at a depth of 186km (115 miles) 
at the epicentre in northeastern 
Badakhshan province, according to 
the US Geological Survey (USGS). 
“As a result of this earthquake, 
unfortunately, 12 people were killed 
and four people were injured,” 
deputy government spokesman 
Hamdullah Fitrat posted on his 
off icial X account.
He said five houses were 
completely destroyed and 33 
partially damaged in Kabul, 
Panjshir, Logar, Nangarhar, 
Laghman and Nuristan provinces, 
aff ecting a total of 40 families. 
Shaking was felt in many parts of 
the country, including the capital 

Kabul, according to AFP journalists. 
“In the Gosfand Dara area of Kabul 
Province, eight members of a family 
died as a result of the earthquake,” 
Health Ministry spokesman 
Sharafat Zaman said earlier.
A child aged around two was the 
only survivor from the household 
and Afghanistan’s disaster 
management agency said the boy 
had been injured in the tremor. 
“The other four people have been 
killed in the west of Kabul,” Afghan 
Red Crescent Society spokesman 
Abdul Qadeem Abrar told AFP.
Afghanistan is frequently jolted by 
earthquakes, particularly along the 
Hindu Kush mountain range near 
where the Eurasian and Indian 
tectonic plates meet. A shallow 
magnitude 6 earthquake wiped 
out mountainside villages and 
killed more than 2,200 people in 
eastern Afghanistan in August, 
making it the deadliest tremor in 
the country’s recent history. (AFP)

France said on Friday it was launching an emergency loan programme 
to help small and medium-sized businesses exposed to soaring fuel 
prices driven by the war in the Middle East. The economy ministry said 
firms in the transportation, agriculture and fisheries industries would be 
eligible for the “flash fuel loans” of up to 50,000 euros ($57,600). The 
programme fulfils a pledge made last week by Prime Minister Sebastien 
Lecornu, whose government, like many worldwide, is seeking to contain 
the economic pain caused by the war’s impact on fuel prices. Public 
investment bank Bpifrance will issue the loans via a streamlined digital 
process that will make the money available within seven days, the 
ministry said in a statement. The three-year loans will have an interest 
rate of 3.8 percent. Separately, French Economy Minister Roland Lescure 
said he had written to the European Commission to ask it to investigate 
whether the continent’s refineries were taking advantage of the war to 
commit “abuses” in setting fuel prices. (AFP)

Erdogan, Zelensky discuss 
energy security, peace eff orts
AFP
Istanbul

Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan received 
Ukrainian counterpart 

Volodymyr Zelensky in Istanbul 
yesterday for talks on energy and 
navigation security, and eff orts 
to end the war with Russia, the 
Turkish presidency said.

The visit came a day after Er-
dogan spoke with Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin, who accused 
Kyiv of attempting to target the 
gas pipeline between Russia and 
Turkey supplying several Euro-
pean countries.

Erdogan “stressed the impor-
tance that Turkiye attaches to the 
safety of navigation in the Black 
Sea and the crucial nature of the 
security of energy supply,” his of-
fi ce said.

The two leaders had discussed 
relations between the countries, 

“peace eff orts in the Russia-
Ukraine confl ict, and regional 
and international developments”, 
it added.

Zelensky said they had dis-
cussed “steps to implement joint 
projects in developing gas infra-
structure, as well as opportuni-

ties for joint development of gas 
fi elds”.

There was a heavy police pres-
ence around the lavish Dolma-
bahce Palace on the shores of the 
Bosphorus, which also hosted 
several rounds of talks between 
Moscow and Kyiv in the past.

Kyiv has been pushing for a truce 
over the Orthodox Easter holidays 
that would include a halt in attacks 
on energy infrastructure.

Russia, which is seeking a per-
manent settlement rather than a 
brief ceasefi re, said it had not seen 
any “clearly formulated” propos-
als from Kyiv.

Ukraine has struck Russian en-
ergy infrastructure throughout 
the more than four-year war in a 
bid to weaken Moscow’s ability to 
fi nance its off ensive.

Russian strikes on Ukrainian 
energy facilities have cut power 
and heating to millions of peo-
ple since the beginning the war 
in 2022.

Turkiye’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (right) and Ukraine’s President 
Volodymyr Zelensky attending a bilateral meeting on security at 
Dolmabahce Presidential Off ice, in Istanbul, yesterday. (AFP)

“We are deeply 
grateful to Pakistan 
for its eff orts and 
have never refused 
to go to Islamabad. 
What we care about 
are the terms of a 
conclusive and 
lasting end to the
 illegal war imposed 
on us,” Araghchi said 
in a social media 
post

Russian strike on Ukraine market kills fi ve, wounds 25

Firefighters put out a fire at the market following a strike in Nikopol, yesterday. (AFP)

Slovak PM says EU 
should drop sanctions 
on Russian oil, gas
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His Highness the Amir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani and Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni 
discussed regional and international developments during a meeting yesterday at Lusail Palace. 
His Highness the Amir welcomed the Italian PM and expressed thanks and appreciation for the 
Italian Republic’s position, praising the strong ties between the two friendly countries. They also 
discussed bilateral co-operation relations and explored ways to enhance and develop them across 
various sectors, particularly in the economy and energy front. (QNA)

Amir, Italian PM widen bilateral ties
‘Italian PM’s visit refl ects 
message of support, 
solidarity with Qatar’
QNA
Doha

Italian ambassador Paolo Toschi 
has said that the visit of Ital-
ian PM Giorgia Meloni to Qatar 

aimed to show support, solidar-
ity and friendship, especially as 
it is the fi rst visit by a leader from 
one of the largest economies in the 
world, and the fi rst visit by a G20 
country to the Gulf region since 
the beginning of the current con-
fl ict.

In a statement to Qatar News 
Agency (QNA), the envoy said that 
this visit refl ects Italy’s keenness 
to send a strong signal affi  rming 
commitment to friendship and 
support for the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries in gen-
eral and for Qatar in particular. He 
explained that Italy continues to 
provide support for the defence 
activities of Qatar and other coun-
tries in the region in confronting 
the unacceptable Iranian attacks 

on the Gulf countries, noting that 
Italy has condemned and contin-
ues to condemn these attacks very 
clearly.

He also stressed that all attacks 
targeting civilian targets are unac-
ceptable and pointed out that the 
bilateral relations between Qatar 
and Italy are distinguished and are 
witnessing continuous growth in 
sectors of common interest such as 
political, diplomatic, defence, mil-

itary aff airs and energy, in addition 
to their expansion in future sectors 
such as education, academic af-
fairs and direct investments.

He said that Italy is keen to 
continue partnership with Qatar 
in strengthening and developing 
its security system across vari-
ous sectors, whether in the fi elds 
of defence, or infrastructure and 
transport security, or food secu-
rity, or cyber and digital security, 
advanced technology and others.

Regarding energy security, the 
ambassador stressed the impor-
tance of protecting energy securi-
ty, stressing that Italy will contin-
ue co-operation with Qatar and its 
concerned authorities to enhance 
this aspect. He said that Qatar has 
for years been a strategic partner 
for Italy in the fi eld of energy, af-
fi rming the continuation of com-
mitment to this partnership and 
joint work, based on Italy’s strong 
industrial and engineering sector, 
to protect energy security at the 
regional and international levels.

Paolo Toschi

Qatar students turn to 
music and art to manage 
stress, build confi dence
By Shaima Sheriff 
Staff  Reporter

Students in Qatar are increas-
ingly using music and art 
as tools to manage stress, 

express emotions, and build con-
fi dence, highlighting the growing 
role of creative spaces in support-
ing youth well-being. At centres 
such as the International Acad-
emy for Intercultural Develop-
ment (IAID), students from diverse 
backgrounds are discovering how 
creative disciplines can provide 
balance alongside academic de-
mands, off ering both emotional 
release and personal growth.

For 14-year-old Zaara Shana-
vas Manayath, music has become a 
powerful form of self-expression. 
Having trained in Western vocals 
for nearly eight years, she describes 
singing as a space where emotions 
can be freely released. “Singing al-
lows me to belt out all of my emo-
tions, my rage, my happiness, my 
sadness,” she said.

She explained how music helps 
her cope with school pressure by 
allowing her to mentally step into 
diff erent roles. “Whenever I sing, 
I envision myself as the person I’m 
singing as...I forget who I am and 
put on a performance,” she noted, 
adding that the experience not 
only brings her joy but also posi-
tively impacts those around her.

Despite feeling “very nervous” 
before classes, Manayath said 
the outcome is always the same. 
“When I leave the class, I’m com-
pletely relaxed...I just let go of all 
my tension.”

A similar sense of emotional 
fulfi lment is refl ected in younger 
students. Eight-year-old Qatari 
student Ghala Jamal, who prac-
tices both visual arts and piano, 

described the satisfaction she feels 
through creativity in simple terms: 
“When I fi nish my work, I feel good 
and proud.”

Jamal’s artistic journey also 
highlights the role of family and 
community in nurturing creativity. 
She has exhibited her work inter-
nationally in Tbilisi, Georgia, and 
locally at the Qatar National Con-
vention Centre, often alongside 
her mother. Her artworks, includ-
ing a piece portraying “me and my 
mum hugging as cats,” refl ect both 
imagination and personal connec-
tion.

For 13-year-old Mary Pauleen 
Rioveros, who studies musical the-
atre, creative expression has played 
a key role in personal development. 
“It helps me get relaxed in stressful 
times ... I can focus on what I enjoy 
the most,” she said.

She added that her experience 
has signifi cantly boosted her con-
fi dence. “It changed me for my 
growth...it gives me a lot of expo-
sure in performance,” she noted, 
recalling a milestone moment 
when she won a gold medal for a 
solo performance in Korea.

These individual experiences 
point to a broader trend in Qa-
tar, where creative education is 
increasingly recognised as an 
important complement to tradi-
tional academics. However, be-
yond structure and achievement, 
the real impact lies in how stu-
dents internalise creativity. For 
many, music and art are not just 
skills to be learned, but essential 
tools for navigating emotions, 
building identity, and fi nding 
confi dence in an increasingly de-
manding world.

One of the students during a performance.

Learning activity in progress.

13-year-old Mary Pauleen 
Rioveros.

Eight-year-old Qatari student 
Ghala Jamal.

14-year-old Zaara Shanavas 
Manayath.

QU hosts seminar on volunteering QU hosts seminar on volunteering 
The Core Curriculum Programme at the deanship of 
General Studies at Qatar University (QU) has organised 
a virtual seminar ‘How Does Volunteering Enhance 
Your Character?’ attended by more than 150 students 
from various colleges across the university. 
The seminar was delivered by Dr Somaya al-Mutawa, 
a trainer and researcher specialising in leadership 
training and volunteerism. The event was organised 
as part of QU’s ongoing eff orts to promote a culture 
of volunteerism and develop students’ personal and 
professional skills.
During the seminar, Dr al-Mutawa discussed the 
important role volunteer work plays in building self-
confidence and enhancing students’ engagement in 
university life and the broader community. 
She emphasised that volunteering provides a valuable 
opportunity for self-discovery and for developing 
essential skills required in today’s job market.
In this context, Dr al-Mutawa stated: “Volunteer work 
is not merely a form of community service; it is a real 
platform that shapes students’ personalities, develops 
their skills, and eff ectively prepares them to face the 
challenges of the labour market.”

The seminar witnessed notable engagement from 
students, who participated in rich discussions 
and raised several questions about the role of 
volunteering in shaping the university student’s 
character and the ways they can leverage their 
volunteer experiences to strengthen their resumes 
and prepare for their professional careers.
The seminar also highlighted real-life student 
experiences in which volunteer activities helped 
participants discover their abilities, strengthen their 
sense of responsibility, and improve their capacity to 
deal with various challenges. The seminar concluded 
with an emphasis on the Core Curriculum Programme’s 
continued commitment to organising activities and 
events that enrich students’ educational experience, 
open new opportunities for learning and sustainable 
development, and strengthen their engagement within 
the university and the wider community.
The Core Curriculum Programme aims to equip 
students with a range of attributes, knowledge, values, 
and skills that support their academic and personal 
excellence and enhance their ability to contribute 
eff ectively within and beyond the university. 

WCM-Q students match at 
elite medical institutions
By A Staff  Reporter
Doha

Soon-to-graduate students 
of Weill Cornell Medicine-
Qatar (WCM-Q) have gained 

residency places at prestigious 
healthcare institutions in Qatar 
and the US, marking another suc-
cessful Match Day for the college. 
Match Day is an extremely sig-
nifi cant milestone in the career of 
every medical student as they learn 
where they will continue their 
training after they graduated and 
received their MD degree.

Final-year medical students at 
WCM-Q matched with elite resi-
dency programmes at highly regard-
ed institutions in the US and Qatar, 
including Hamad Medical Corpora-
tion, Sidra Medicine, Valley Health 
System, Lincoln Medical Centre, 
Johns Hopkins Hospital, Case West-
ern/University Hospitals Cleveland 
Medical Centre, New York-Presby-
terian Hospital/Weill Cornell Medi-
cal Centre, New York-Presbyterian 
Queens, Lehigh Valley Hospital, 
Children’s National Medical Centre, 
Quinnipiac University/Netter MD 
School of Medicine, University of 
Miami/Jackson Health System, Or-

lando Health, One Brooklyn Health 
Kingsbrook New York, Univer-
sity of Texas Southwestern Medical 
School, and the University of Mary-
land Medical Centre, among others. 
The students are set to graduate in 
May and will join their residency 
programmes in the fall. 

WCM-Q achieved an 86% 
match rate for students who ap-
plied to US residency programmes, 
a level which far exceeds the aver-
age 56.4% match rate for interna-
tional medical graduates, under-
lining the college’s position as one 
of the world’s leading destinations 
for international medical educa-
tion. 

The medical specialties the 
soon-to-be doctors of the Class 
of 2026 will be pursuing once they 
receive their MD degrees are an-
aesthesiology, dermatology, emer-
gency medicine, family medicine, 
general surgery, internal medicine, 
neurology, neurosurgery, obstet-

rics-gynaecology, ophthalmology, 
orthopedic surgery, pathology, 
paediatrics, physical medicine and 
rehabilitation, plastic surgery, pre-
ventive and community medicine, 
psychiatry, radiology, and surgery. 

Dean of WCM-Q Dr Javaid 
Sheikh said: “We are extremely 
proud of our Class of 2026 stu-
dents, who have remained resolute 
in their dedication to their studies 
through a challenging time. We 
are certain that this resilience will 
enable them to accomplish great 
things in their careers, and we are 
sure that many will affi  rm their 
commitment to serving patients 
in our region by taking up roles in 
Qatar’s thriving healthcare sector 
once they have completed their 
residency training.” 

Dr Thurayya Arayssi, vice dean 
for academic and curricular aff airs, 
said: “Congratulations to all of 
you in the Class of 2026, you have 
reached this milestone through 
challenges that few before you 
have had to navigate, fi rstly during 
the Covid pandemic and now in 
the present diffi  cult circumstanc-
es. That you have persevered and 
achieved this goal speaks volumes 
about your resilience and commit-
ment.”

Private sector plays key role in knowledge-based economy, innovation
By A Staff  Reporter
Doha

Experts and entrepreneurs in Qatar 
have underscored the private sec-
tor’s vital role in advancing sci-

entifi c research and innovation, noting 
how Qatar National Vision 2030 has re-
positioned businesses as key partners in 
building a diversifi ed, knowledge-based 
economy.

They noted that the country has es-
tablished an integrated strategic frame-
work that encourages companies to adopt 
advanced technologies and deepen col-
laboration with universities and research 
centres. 

Such framework, combined with a 
supportive investment climate, advanced 
digital infrastructure, and fl exible eco-
nomic legislation, has strengthened the 

ability of both startups and large fi rms to 
engage in research and development and 
transform ideas into value-added prod-
ucts and services.

Hamad al-Hajri, founder and CEO of 
Snoonu Group, said the national vision 
has gone beyond supporting traditional 
business sectors to building “an inte-
grated ecosystem that fosters innovation 
and enables startups and entrepreneurs 
to become active contributors to devel-
opment.”

He pointed out that innovation has 
been central to Snoonu’s journey from 
the outset. “Innovation has been a core 
pillar since our founding, as we worked to 
deliver smart logistics and e-commerce 
solutions powered by modern technol-
ogy while continuously enhancing user 
experience to meet market expectations,” 
he said.

Al-Hajri added that this progress 

would not have been possible without a 
supportive environment, including ro-
bust digital infrastructure and fl exible 
regulations.

 However, he noted the challenges in-
volved, particularly the high cost of re-
search and development and the need 
to accelerate innovation. “This makes it 
essential to strengthen fi nancing tools, 
expand incubation and acceleration 
programmes, and better connect entre-
preneurs with research centers and uni-
versities,” he noted, while stressing the 
signifi cant opportunities in e-commerce, 
digital services, and artifi cial intelligence 
(AI).

Hamad Hadid, co-founder and CEO of 
Cytomate Cybersecurity, described Qa-
tar’s vision as “a pivotal turning point” 
in the country’s economic trajectory. “It 
established a comprehensive strategic 
framework that has directly encouraged 

businesses to adopt a more active role in 
research, development, and innovation, 
enhancing the economy’s ability to keep 
pace with global transformations,” he 
said.

Hadid stressed that there is a growing 
trend among companies investing in ad-
vanced technologies such as AI, big data 
analytics, and advanced computing, not 
just to improve operational effi  ciency but 
rather to develop competitive products 
and services. He credited Qatar’s strong 
infrastructure, free zones, and invest-
ments in Information and Communica-
tions Technology (ICT) for creating a fer-
tile business environment, but stressed 
that “success ultimately depends on ini-
tiative.”

Engineer Nayef al-Ibrahim, found-
ing partner and CEO of Ibtechar, said the 
current phase presents an opportunity to 
redefi ne the private sector’s role beyond 

profi t-making. “Companies should be 
seen as active partners in knowledge cre-
ation and the development of innovative 
solutions that drive economic growth,” 
he said, stressing that innovation is now 
a necessity in a knowledge-based global 
economy.

He lauded Qatar’s success in building 
a supportive ecosystem through invest-
ments in technology infrastructure, 
free zones, and business incubators, 
alongside initiatives to strengthen col-
laboration between the private sector 
and academic institutions. “These ef-
forts have enabled companies to turn 
innovations into commercial products 
based on national intellectual prop-
erty,” he noted, calling for stronger 
public-private partnerships based on 
knowledge-sharing and risk-sharing, 
particularly to support small and medi-
um-sized enterprises.
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