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QatarEnergy sets
fuel prices for Aug

QatarEnergy announced the
fuel prices for August 2026, with
Premium Petrol (91) price down
while Diesel and Super Petrol
(95) prices stable. QatarEnergy
set the prices for Diesel, Super
Petrol (95), and Premium (91)

at QR2.05/litre, QR2.1/litre, and
QR2/litre, respectively. (QNA)

Kuwait intercepts
drone attacks

Kuwaiti Defence Ministry
spokesperson Colonel Saud
al-Otaibi said yesterday

that Kuwait’s armed forces
detected hostile drones inside
the country’s airspace at

dawn, adding that they then
intercepted and destroyed
them. In a statement carried by
Kuwait News Agency (KUNA),
al-Otaibi said the Iranian attack
targeted a number of vital and
military facilities. He said the
hostile targets were intercepted
and destroyed, resulting in
material damage caused by
falling debris but no casualties.
Al-Otaibi said the armed forces
would continue operating
efficiently, while taking all
necessary measures to protect
the country’s sovereignty

and preserve its security and
stability in co-ordination with
the relevant authorities. (QNA)

output, will anchor
the future economy:
Sheikh Khalifa

HE the Prime Minister and
Minister of Foreign Affairs Sheikh
Mohammed bin Abdulrahman

bin Jassim al-Thani and Chairman
of the Political Bureau of

Islamic Resistance Movement
(Hamas), Dr Khalil al-Hayya

held a telephone conversation
yesterday. At the outset of the
call, HE the Prime Minister

and Minister of Foreign Affairs
congratulated Dr al-Hayya on
assuming his new responsibilities,
expressing his best wishes for
success in serving the interests of
the brotherly Palestinian people.
HE Sheikh Mohammed also
welcomed the movement’s

Local'dates in'spotli ght"“"

Gaza Strip, expressing hope that
this would contribute to ending
the suffering of the brotherly
Palestinian people in the Strip and
to fulfilling their aspirations for
security and stability.

In this context, the PM stressed
the need for the international
community to assume its
responsibilities and pressure
Israel to fulfil its obligations under
the agreement and cease its
ongoing violations of the rights
of the Palestinian people, thus

decision to accept the roadmap

for completing the second phase
of the ceasefire agreement in the

ensuring the completion of the
roadmap and achieving peace
and stability in the Gaza Strip.
(QNA)
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Rows of freshly harvested Qatari dates are on dlsplay at the 11th Local Dates Festival, taklng place at Souq

Waaqif’s Eastern Square. Running until August 10, the festival has become a busy marketplace linking local
growers directly with consumers. PICTURE: Shaji Kayamkulam

FIFA row: Infantino’s adviser quits in confederation backlash

A senior adviser to FIFA President
Gianni Infantino quit yesterday

in protest at plans to sell a stake
in the World Cup as European
football threatened a boycott and
regional confederations united in
opposition to the proposal. Carlos
Cordeiro resigned with immediate
effect, calling the plan “a bad deal
for football”.

Cordeiro, who was appointed

in 2021 by Infantino to help
shape FIFA’s future, said the

body was “mortgaging football’s
future without any compelling
justification.” “It is a bad deal for
FIFA's Member Associations, a
bad deal for football, and a bad
deal for the long-term future of
the game,” Cordeiro saidina
statement.

A former banker and ex-US

consultation process but that it
would press on with putting the
proposal in front of its 211 national
football associations. “We will
proceed with this consultation
process to ensure that each MA
(Member Association) has the
ability to express its vote based on
facts,” it said in a statement issued
in the middle of the European
night.

Carlos Cordeiro. (AFP)

Soccer Federation vice-president,

Cordeiro added that he had no
involvement in the proposal
and opposed it “unequivocally”.
Despite the mounting oppositiol
Switzerland-based FIFA said
“incorrect media reports” this
week had disrupted its planned

FIFA has proposed creating a
$20-bn subsidiary, FIFA Forward
Enterprise (FFE), to run the World
Cup and its other events, with a
stake of up to 20% to be offered to
external investors.

Thrive Eternal, a fund run by

n, Thrive Capital, founded by Joshua
Kushner, was expected to lead
the proposed investor group, FIFA
said. Sport Page1

®Making concessions for
the sake of our peoplein
the Gaza Strip: Hamas

AFP
Gaza City

amas said yesterday it

had agreed to a deal that

includes handing over its
weapons to a Palestinian govern-
ing committee and the gradual
withdrawal of Israeli forces from
the Gaza Strip. The deal is aimed
at implementing the long-stalled
second phase of the Gaza cease-
fire plan brokered by US President
Donald Trump, who on Thursday
hailed the agreement for Hamas’s
“complete disarmament’, calling
it a “major milestone”.

Israel has yet to officially com-
ment on the announcement, but
a political source told AFP “that
there will be no withdrawal what -
soever” from Israeli forces’ cur-
rent lines “unless Hamas under-
goes a genuine disarmament”. The
Palestinian group’s weapons have
been one of the key sticking points
in fully implementing the cease-
fire deal, which has been in place
since October. The Israeli source
said that “the issue of Gaza did not
come up” in this week’s meeting
between Trump and Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in
Washington. But Trump main-
tained yesterday that Israel was
pleased about the new deal. “We
do have an understanding with Is-
rael. Israel’s very happy about it,”
Trump told journalists at Camp
David.

Hamas said it expected media-
tors and Trump’s Board of Peace
to ensure Israel complied with the
deal’s terms, which include Isra-
el’s withdrawal from Gaza.

Israel has long insisted on Ha-
mas’s full disarmament before
its forces pull back, and prior to
the announcement, the political
source had listed “the removal of
weapons from Gaza and full de-
militarisation of the Strip as a pre-
condition for any process”

Ghazi Hamad, a member of Ha-
mas’s negotiating team, said the
movement was making “conces-

Hamas agrees
to disarm under
Trump roadmap

US President Donald Trump
participates in a cabinet meeting
at Camp David in Thurmont,
Maryland, US, yesterday. (Reuters)

sions for the sake of our people
in the Gaza Strip” “Israel will not
intervene in the issue of disarma-
ment. The National Committee is
the body that will undertake this
task,” he said, referring to the Na-
tional Committee for Administra-
tion of Gaza (NCAG), which was
established under Trump’s plan
to handle day-to-day governance
in Gaza.

Despite the October ceasefire,
violence has continued in Gaza,
with Israeli strikes killing at least
four people, including two chil-
dren, on Thursday, according to
health officials. The new agree-
ment calls for all sides to imme-
diately halt military operations,
and for an International Stabi-
lisation Force to separate Israeli
troops from NCAG-controlled
areas.

The Board of Peace confirmed
in a post on X that Hamas had
“agreed to a detailed Roadmap
for implementing the next phases
of the Gaza ceasefire”. “Our focus
now turns to implementation,”
the organisation wrote, adding the
NCAG will “soon begin a phased
transition toward full authority”

Under the roadmap, the NCAG
will be responsible for internal
security. Nickolay Mladenov, the
Board of Peace’s high represent -
ative for Gaza, said yesterday the
deal “took months of very diffi-
cult negotiations” “What hap-
pens next matters even more.
Implementation and verification
have to be real,” Mladenov wrote
on X. “Withdrawal must move
in lockstep with decommission-
ing”

Microdrama users in Qatar to double by 2030, says Media City report
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in the GCC
Region

By Joseph Varghese
Staff Reporter

he number of microdrama users
I in Qatar is expected to double
by 2030, says a report ‘Micro-
drama in the GCC Region) developed
by Media City Qatar in partnership
with technology research group Om-
dia, a market-leading data, research,
and consulting business.

Microdramas are short-form verti-
cal video series optimised for mobile
consumers. Originating in China, the
microdrama industry has grown rap-
idly worldwide since 2022 and is set
for sustained global growth.

“The Qatari market is currently
home to 700,000 microdrama users,
and this number is set to more than
double by 2030, when there will be an
estimated 2mn microdrama users in
the country,” says the report.

The new report examines the emer-
gence of microdramas as a new content
format and their growth potential across
the GCC media landscape. The report
analyses market trends, audience behav-

iour, platform dynamics and opportuni-
ties for regional content development.

According to the report, the GCC
microdrama market is projected
to reach $73.7mn in 2026, up from
$38.9mn in 2025. As mobile-first con-
tent consumption continues to evolve,
the research highlights opportunities
for Arabic-language storytelling, local
content production, and strategic part-
nerships to support the sector’s growth.
The report also explores how localised
narratives, culturally relevant content
and emerging regional platforms could
shape the future of the microdrama
ecosystem across the GCC.

In 2025, the microdrama mar-
ket in the GCC was estimated to be
worth $38.9mn, and the report fore-
casts strong growth for it until 2030.
Though none of the GCC markets are
among the 10 largest in terms of user
base worldwide, the size of the user
bases is increasing rapidly. Overall,
the advertising-supported business
for microdramas is challenging due
to the high costs associated with cus-
tomer acquisition. This means that
most platforms are focused on finding

customers who are willing to spend on
maximising total audience.

At present, the range of advertisers
available on most microdrama plat-
forms remains relatively low, but this
is set to increase, which will mean that
the total share of advertising revenue
increases, especially as the total user
base in the GCC region grows. In turn,
there will also be a greater possibility
of generating revenue from product
placement in GCC-specific micro-
dramas and microdrama apps as the
region’s industry develops.

The largest GCC market in terms of
users is Saudi Arabia, which has an es-
timated 2.2mn microdrama consum-
ers as of 2025. This number is forecast
to increase to 20.9mn by 2030. The
second-largest GCC market is the UAE,
which currently has an estimated 1.4mn
microdrama users. This number is again
set to increase rapidly in 2026, but cur-
rent forecasts suggest the country will
reach around 4.1mn users by 2030.

The GCC microdramalandscapere-
mains highly competitive, and no sin-
gle platform has achieved a dominant
market position. DramaBox currently

holds pole position in Saudi Arabia,
but the race for market supremacy is
far from decided.

Unlike the subscription video-on-
demand market, where clear leaders
such as Netflix and Shahid maintain
substantial gaps over competitors, the
microdrama sector shows much tight -
er competition, and month-to-month
leadership has shifted over the past 15
months.

The report highlights that the geo-
graphical fragmentation, combined
with low user loyalty and tight com-
petitive gaps, suggests the GCC micr-
odrama market remains wide open.
The platform that can successfully
build strong brand recognition while
maintaining content appeal across
several markets will be best positioned
to emerge as the regional leader.

According to the report, the growth
prospects for the microdrama industry
inthe GCCregion through 2030 remain
strong. However, the pace of growth
is likely to slow slightly in the coming
years because many of the most sus-
ceptible audiences have already been
acquired for the microdrama user base.
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Private school seats under MoEHE initiative rise 47% to 13,627

By Ayman Adly
Staff Reporter

in private schools and kindergar-

tens across Qatar under the Min-
istry of Education and Higher Education
MoEHE)’s Social Responsibility Project.

The number has increased from 9,257
seats previously, representing a 47% rise
following the inclusion of additional pri-
vate schools and kindergartens in the ini-
tiative.

The project offers a mix of fully funded
tuition, reduced-fee places, education
voucher-supported seats, and dedicated
placements for students with disabilities,
enabling more eligible families to access
quality private education.

Meanwhile, the MoEHE’s Private Edu-
cation Affairs Sector continues to roll out
a broad range of initiatives to improve the

S ome 13,627 seats are now available

quality, accessibility and governance of
Qatar’s rapidly expanding private educa-
tion sector.

Officials said that efforts are underway
to further expand the Social Responsibil-
ity Project by encouraging more private
schools and early childhood education
providers to participate, allowing more
students to benefit in future academic
years.

The Department of Private Schools
and Kindergartens also reported several
achievements during the 2025-26 aca-
demic year, including the release of the
second edition of the Student Admission
and Registration Guidelines, which pro-
vides clearer enrolment procedures and
promotes greater consistency across pri-
vate educational institutions.

The MoEHE also enhanced its digital
services by upgrading electronic platforms
and the compulsory education enrolment
system, improvements aimed at stream-

lining administrative procedures, increas-
ing transparency and making services
more efficient and accessible for parents
and guardians.

As part of efforts to strengthen cultural
and linguistic identity, the ministry organ-
ised the conference “Arabic Language in
Private Schools and Kindergartens: Chal-
lenges and Opportunities” bringing to-
gether educators, academics and language
specialists to discuss the current state
of Arabic language instruction in private
schools.

Participants explored innovative teach-
ing methods, curriculum development and
the growing role of artificial intelligence
in language education, with discussions
focusing on improving Arabic language
learning outcomes while reinforcing stu-
dents’ national identity.

The MoEHE also continued implement -
ing its “My Values Shape My Identity”
initiative to cultivate ethical values and

strengthen students’ sense of national be-
longing.

Other programmes included the “Hand
in Hand” forum, the “After Me” awareness
campaign, and a series of student guidance
and well-being initiatives, conducted in
partnership with national institutions, to
promote positive behaviour, support men-
tal health, and foster safe and inclusive
school environments.

In recognition of academic excellence,
the ministry organised the third edition of
the “Proud of You” programme to honour
students who achieved outstanding results
in regional and international competi-
tions.

The Department of Educational Servic-
es and Training Centres also opened appli-
cations for the second cohort of the Qatari
Trainers Localisation Initiative, following
the successful completion of its inaugural
phase.

The first cohort attracted 322 appli-

Israel carries out detonations near
Lebanon’s historic Beaufort castle

AFP
Beirut

powerful detonations overnight near

the Unesco-listed Beaufort castle in
southern Lebanon, Lebanese state media
reported yesterday, with Israel saying that
it destroyed tunnels used by Iran-backed
Hezbollah group.

“Israeli forces triggered very power-
ful explosions around midnight,” specifi-
cally “in the area of the Beaufort fortress”
Lebanon’s National News Agency (NNA)
said, adding that the blasts resounded over
a large area, shattering glass in nearby vil-
lages.

The Crusader-era castle, located in an
area occupied by Israel, was added last
week to Unesco’s List of World Heritage in
Danger.

In a joint statement, Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu and Defence Min-
ister Israel Katz said the army had destroyed
“terror tunnels in the Beaufort area” using
approximately 700 tonnes of explosives.

Lebanon’s culture ministry said the ex-

Israeli forces carried out a series of

Aoun says Israeli blasts near castle ‘direct threat’ to recent pact

plosions struck “the area opposite the for-
tress’, warning that “the vibrations from
the explosions may have caused damage” in
the castle’s vicinity.

It said technical teams were unable to
conduct an on-the-ground assessment be-
cause “the site is under occupation”

An AFP correspondent in a nearby village
heard large explosions overnight and saw
dust covering a swathe of forest area.

AFP footage showed dust blanketing the
mountaintop near where the castle sits.

The Israeli army said that “the tunnel
network served as a central command cen-
tre” for Hezbollah and consisted of “several
underground levels that were built over the
course of two decades”.

Lebanese parliament speaker Nabih Ber-
ri, a Hezbollah ally, condemned the detona-
tions and said that they “must not be met
with silence”

Netanyahu and Katz said the explosions
followed a “blatant violation of the cease-
fire agreement” by Hezbollah, after Israel’s
army on Wednesday accused the group of
launching an explosive drone at an Israeli
military vehicle in southern Lebanon.

Hezbollah has not claimed any attacks

This photograph taken from the southern area of Marjayoun yesterday shows silica dust

covering the hills in the areas of Arnoun and Al Shaqif near the Beaufort castle, after
Israeli forces carried out a series of detonations. (AFP)

since a ceasefire with Israel came into force
on June 20 after a US-Iran memorandum of
understanding over the regional war.

While violence has declined in Lebanon
since the memorandum and after a sepa-
rate Lebanon-Israel framework deal agreed
later in June, Lebanon continues to report
Israeli strikes and artillery shelling on the
south, as well as detonations of buildings in
southern villages.

Iran-backed Hezbollah drew Lebanon
into the wider Middle East war on March 2

with attacks on Israel.

Israel retaliated with a massive bombing
campaign and a ground offensive that Leb-

cants, including Qatari nationals and chil-
dren of Qatari women.

After eligibility screening, 253 Qatari
trainers and 15 children of Qatari women
met the programme’s requirements. Inter-
views for the second cohort are scheduled
to begin this month.

In addition, the ministry launched the
second edition of the Professional and
Ethical Charter for nurseries, kindergar-
tens and private schools.

The updated charter establishes a com-
prehensive national framework that pro-
motes professionalism, integrity, quality,
and innovation across the private educa-
tion sector.

It also defines the rights, responsibilities
and ethical obligations of school owners,
administrators, teachers, students, par-
ents and school councils, while introduc-
ing new provisions on digital conduct and
reinforcing inclusive education practices
for persons with disabilities.

Morocco court
grants rapper’s
request for bail

A Moroccan court has granted the
bail request of rapper Mehdi Black
Wind, who has spent almost three
weeks in jail on accusations of
“undermining institutions”, one of
his lawyers told AFP.

The 34-year-old artist, whose real
name is El Mahdi Lyoubi, was
stopped at the airport on July

10 just before boarding a flight

to France, where he lives, and

was told he was forbidden from
leaving the country.

He was summoned by judicial
police three days later in
Casablanca and had been
detained ever since under a
provision of the Moroccan penal
code that punishes “defamation,
insult or offence against the
person of the king”.

Yesterday a judge ruled in favour
of Lyoubi’s request for provisional
release, said Sara Soujar, one of
his lawyers.

He was released from custody in
the afternoon.

The next hearing in Lyoubi’s trial
is scheduled for October 2. - AFP

anese authorities say have killed more than

4,300 people.

Israel’s army continues to occupy areas
of southern Lebanon extending about 10km
into Lebanese territory along the border.

210mn-year-old
dinosaur found
in Zimbabwe

The timing of the blasts ahead of another
round of talks with Israel in Rome next week
“sends negative messages and undermines in-
ternational efforts aimed at consolidating sta-
bility”} Aoun added.

The NNA said huge blasts resounded over a
large area, shattering glass in nearby villages,
while an AFP correspondent heard large explo-
sions and saw dust covering a swathe of forest
area.

Citing Lebanon’s National Centre for Geo-
physics, Aoun’s statement said the detonations
“created ground waves equivalent to a 3.8-mag-
nitude earthquake on the Richter scale” - AFP

A newly discovered dinosaur from
Zimbabwe is offering fresh clues
to how the animals diversified,
suggesting they spread across
distinct ecosystems in southern
Africa, scientists said this week.
The discovery of the new
species, named Musango
matusadonaensis, is based on

a skeleton excavated on the
shores of Lake Kariba in northern
Zimbabwe in 2018, and is the
fifth dinosaur identified from the
country, they said.

ebanese President Joseph Aoun (pic-

tured) said yesterday that Israeli army

detonations near a Unesco-listed castle in
the south were a “direct threat” to a recent deal
agreed with Israel, which said its troops had de-
molished Hezbollah tunnels there.

Lebanon’s National News Agency (NNA) re-
ported that “Israeli forces triggered very pow-
erful explosions” overnight, specifically “in the
area of the Beaufort fortress” a Crusader-era
castle located in an area near the border occu-
pied by Israel.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
and Defence Minister Israel Katz said the army

had destroyed “terror tunnels in the Beaufort
area” using approximately 700 tonnes of explo-
sives.

Aoun called the explosions “an extremely
dangerous escalation and a clear violation of
existing commitments’, according to a state-
ment from his office, as well as “a direct threat
to the process which was launched as part of the
framework agreement” reached with Israel dur-
ing US-sponsored talks last month.

Under the Israel-Lebanon deal, Lebanon’s
army is to disarm Hezbollah and the Israeli mil-
itary is to withdraw from “pilot zones” where
Lebanese forces will subsequently deploy.

Man shot during settler march through West Bank towns

AFP
Nablus

ne Palestinian was shot
O and wounded during

an Israeli settler march
through several West Bank Pal-
estinian towns yesterday that
sparked clashes with locals, first
responders, the army and an AFP
journalist said.

“Our crews in Nablus are treat-
ing a young man who was shot
with live ammunition in the ab-
domen during an Israeli army and
settler raid on the al-Junaid area,”
the Palestinian Red Crescent said.

Israeli settlers organised a
march yesterday morning in the
northern West Bank in memory of
two Israelis killed 1ast week during
clashes in the Palestinian town of
Tell, near Nablus, during which
four Palestinians were also killed.

An AFP journalist at the scene

W

Israelis are seen illegally taking building materials from a

Palestinian-owned home under construction, during an organised
march between the Palestinian towns of Sarra and Tell, southwest of
the city of Nablus in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. (AFP)

said that between 100 and 150
settlers, including women and
children, came near Tell from the

west, the direction of Havat Gilad,
the home settlement of one of the
killed Israelis.

The settlers, roughly ten of
whom were armed, marched
through fields near Tell, through
the town of Sarra and the Nab-
lus neighbourhood of al-Junaid,
while army troops stationed along
the route periodically dispersed
settlers and Palestinians when
clashes occurred, the AFP jour-
nalist said.

The journalist saw settlers raid-
ing at least one building in Tell,
and four in al-Junaid, where a
clash broke out with Palestinian
youth, before the army dispersed
the crowd, firing tear gas.

In a statement, the Israel De-
fence Forces (IDF) said that in al-
Junaid “Palestinians in the area
hurled rocks at the Israeli civil-
ians, and an Israeli civilian fired
warning shots into the air”

“IDF soldiers who had been de-
ployed in the area ahead of their
arrival responded to disperse the
gathering and evacuate the civil-

ians from the area,” the statement
said.

The army said a Palestinian was
shot in a later incident in the area,
when Palestinians threw rocks at
soldiers. “The soldiers responded
by initiating the suspect appre-
hension protocol, which included
firing toward a primary instiga-
tor”

Israel has occupied the West
Bank since 1967, but in recent
years the number of settlements
in the Palestinian territory -
which are illegal under interna-
tional law - has soared.

Excluding east Jerusalem, more
than 500,000 Israelis live in set-
tlements in the West Bank, home
to around 3mn Palestinians.

Israel’s Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu has announced
that, following the deaths of two
Israelis in Tell, he would allow
the establishment of more settle-
ments in the region.

Sudan’s ElI-Obeid a ‘massive disaster’ that keeps getting worse: UN

AFP

The war between Sudan’s regular army

Yett returned to its surrounding area be-

pressure and too few humanitarian actors

It lived about 210mn years ago
during the Late Triassic, when
dinosaurs were beginning to
spread across the planet but had
yet to become the dominant land
animals, said the international
team of palaeontologists behind
the discovery.

Unlike the giant long-necked
dinosaurs that evolved millions
of years later, Musango was
relatively lightly built, about
4.5m (15°) long and weighing an
estimated 222kg (490 pounds).
The team’s findings were
published in the Journal of
Systematic Palaeontology. - AFP

Ghanabacks
longer term for
presidency

Ghana'’s government has
accepted a proposal to extend
the presidential term to five years
and lower the minimum age for
candidates to 35.

Ghana, one of Africa’s leading
gold and cocoa producers, has
maintained a stable democratic
system since 1992.

President John Dramani Mahama
established a committee last year
to review the constitution.

The committee submitted its final
report to him on Thursday.

“The government has accepted
the recommendation to extend

Geneva

and surrounding areas are experi-

encing a spike in malnutrition, gen-
der-based violence and other issues, the
UN'’s children’s agency said yesterday.

It said that the conflict was “a massive
disaster that keeps getting worse”

Now in Khartoum after visiting the area
around the city, Unicef’s Sudan chief Shel-
don Yett told AFP in an interview that the
rising price of basic necessities and limited
access to clean water were causing the up-
tick in malnutrition.

“People are getting sicker and not able to
absorb nutrients,” he said.

The Sudanese flashpoint of El-Obeid

and the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces
(RSF) that erupted in April 2023 has killed
tens of thousands of people and displaced
millions.

Following a days-long advance across
North Kordofan state, the army managed
on Sunday to push the RSF west, off the
highway that connects the capital Khar-
toum with E1-Obeid.

“Many of the people are fleeing from El-
Obeid... those people who are able to leave
are doing so. Many people are coming to-
wards Khartoum,’ Yett said.

“What we’re seeing now is... supplies are
able to get in” but “it remains a very pre-
carious access. The main highway is con-
stantly under attack,” he added.

After visiting El-Obeid two months ago,

tween July 12 and 18.

He said that he was concerned about
the ongoing cholera outbreak in Kordofan,
warning that with large displacements “you
have the risk of even greater outbreaks of
this disease”.

Without greater humanitarian aid, Yett
feared there would be a “deterioration of
an already severe nutrition situation” and a
“deterioration of healthcare”

“It’s a massive disaster that keeps getting
worse by the day,” he said.

The official said that during his recent
visit, he was “struck by how massive the
needs are compared to the response”

Yett said the scale of the Sudan crisis was
“shocking” with hundreds of thousands of
people displaced, host communities under

on the ground.

“There are massive protection needs.
We're seeing a huge upsurge of gender-
based violence. We're seeing a huge up-
surge of sexual violence... children being

recruited by militia groups,” he added.

Now in its fourth year, the war has killed
tens of thousands of people and forced

more than 11mn from their homes.

Yett condemned the lack of attention

paid to the conflict in Sudan.

“This is an emergency that is growing by
the day. And unless we give it the attention
it deserves, it’s going to continue to grow,’

he said.

“It’s going to continue to ripple across
borders, into Europe and into other coun-

tries,” Yett warned.

the term of office of the president
from four years to five years,”
Justice Minister Dominic Ayine
told journalists.

The committee said parliament’s
term should also be increased

to five years to align with the
presidency.

Although the committee
recommended lowering the
minimum age for presidential
candidates to 30, Ayine said the
government would instead adopt
35.

A national referendum in 2027 will
be required to pass the changes,
with strict voter turnout and
approval thresholds. - AFP
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DR Congo’s Ebola outbreak tops 3,500 cases

AFP/Reuters
Kinshasa

he Democratic Republic of the

I Congo (DR Congo)’s fast-spreading

Ebola outbreak is now the world’s

second-largest on record, government

data showed yesterday, as transmission

continues to outpace efforts to contain the
epidemic.

Medics have recorded more than 3,500
Ebola cases in several months in the DR
Congo, topping the total from the deadli-
est outbreak between 2018 and 2020, offi-
cial figures showed yesterday.

“It’s the fastest-spreading Ebola epi-
demic that we have ever seen,;” Carl Skau,
acting head of the UN World Food Pro-
gramme, told Reuters this week.

“The world needs to pay much more at-
tention,” he added.

The central African country is battling
its latest upsurge in the disease in the con-
flict-ridden east, a region scarred by more
than three decades of violence.

Ebola, which spreads through contact
with bodily fluids and causes haemor-
rhagic fever, has killed more than 15,000
people across Africa over the past 50 years.

S Africa’s migrant exodus leaves bosses short-handed

Science showed.

the mining town of Mongbwalu.

agency.

The report, based on interviews with 97 people, concluded that
the outbreak had begun at least in January on the outskirts of

Experts have previously told Reuters that infections started
circulating weeks or even months before the outbreak, the
DR Congo’s 17th, was declared by Africa’s top public health

The report said that a group of researchers had identified more

Congo’s Ebola outhreak started atleastin January: report

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DR Congo)’s fast-
spreading Ebola outbreak started in January, or even earlier,
in the eastern Ituri province, a report published in the journal

than 500 suspected cases between mid-January and May 15,
when the outbreak was announced.

“One transmission chain started with a 50-year-old woman
identified only as ‘A, who died on January 25 after vomiting
blood. Her mother died six days later; her husband fell ill but
recovered,” according to the report.

Scientists interviewed nurses and doctors, community leaders,
survivors, grieving family members, coffin-makers and cem-
etery caretakers, the report said.

They also reviewed photos, WhatsApp messages, doctors’
notes, and even biographies read at funerals that mentioned
the deceased’s symptoms. - Reuters

The deadliest outbreak in the DR Congo
killed nearly 2,300 people out of 3,500 re-
corded cases.

Less than three months since the out-
break began, the disease has killed five
times as many people as previous out-
breaks had by the same stage, according to
Africa’s top public health agency, the Af-
rica Centres for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (Africa CDC).

And yesterday Congolese officials pub-
lished data showing that 3,532 cases of Eb-
ola had been confirmed across five prov-

inces, including 1,556 deaths.

Medics had recorded 2,000 confirmed
cases on July 15, two months after the out-
break was declared.

The DR Congo’s 17th Ebola outbreak is
caused by the Bundibugyo strain of the vi-
rus, for which there is no approved vaccine
or treatment.

A vaccine described by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) as the “most promis-
ing” to fight the current outbreak will be
developed by Singapore-based Hilleman
Laboratories, it announced on Thursday.

Last week, a first volunteer received the
first dose of a different Bundibugyo vac-
cine being developed by Oxford University
under a clinical trial.

The centre of the current outbreak,
whose true extent is still hard to assess, is
northeastern Ituri province, which borders
South Sudan and Uganda.

The virus has also been detected in four
other provinces including North Kivu and
South Kivu where provincial capitals and
large swathes of land are controlled by the
Rwanda-backed M23 armed group.

Uganda declared it was Ebola-free this
week after the recovery of the last case of
local transmission.

The WHO says the country remains at
risk from the spread in its neighbour.

Angele Gapio, head of emergencies for
the Caritas charity in the northeastern city
of Bunia, said awareness campaigns were
failing and frontline responders were ex-
hausted and traumatised.

“The disease has now settled in the
community,” she told Reuters. “People
continue to seek treatment from tradi-
tional healers, and the chain of transmis-
sion continues.”

The WHO said last month that the true
scale of the outbreak could be up to four
times higher than official figures suggest.

Reuters reported this week that surveil -
lance efforts are stretched due to shortages
of vehicles, understaffing and community
mistrust.

Africa CDC said in June that it would re-
quire $1.4bn to contain the Ebola outbreak,
three times its earlier estimate.

Figures presented this week by Africa
CDC and the WHO showed the DR Con-
go’s May-August response plan had se-
cured $213.9mn in declared funding, short
of planned spending of $242.4mn.

African leaders push

By Chris Makhaye with
Shakirah Thebus
AFP

imbabwean farmworker
ZAaron Majatamhe was head-

ing home at sunset after a
shift in one of South Africa’s top
fruit-producing regions, where
bushes laden with bright unpicked
citrus stood in rows.

“I see a lot of farm owners who
are crying now... people have to
harvest those naartjies but there is
no one,’ the 33-year-old told AFP.

Naartjies are also known as
mandarins and tangerines.

The same shortage, he said, is
looming in the vineyards. “It’s
time to cut off the grapes and there
isnoone’”

Similar scenes are playing out
across South Africa as factories,
farms and even ordinary house-
holds scramble for labour after
thousands of foreign workers left
in a matter of weeks to escape
deadly anti-migrant protests and
intensified immigration enforce-
ment.

Fringe anti-foreigner groups had
set June 30 as an unofficial dead-
line for undocumented migrants
to go home, triggering the exodus
of more than 160,000 people, ac-
cording to an AFP tally based on
figures from African governments
repatriating their citizens.

Zimbabwe, which accounted
for the largest share of those re-
turning, said many had worked in
South Africa’s farming, domestic
work and construction sectors.

The first cracks were felt almost
immediately in KwaZulu-Natal’s
sugar belt.

One farmer on the north coast
said he lost up to 80% of his cane-
cutting workforce virtually over-
night.

“Production and supply have
deteriorated to the point where it
is going to be difficult for the mills
to stay open,” he said, speaking
anonymously because he feared
retaliation.

Another grower near Mid-Ill-
ovo, a region of rolling hills south
of Durban, said most cane cutters
in his area came from Lesotho, the

tiny kingdom encircled by South
Africa.

“There are fields we are sup-
posed to be cutting, but there are
just not enough people. Local peo-
ple don’t like this job because it is
back-breaking and physical,” he
said.

That argument is fiercely dis-
puted.

With unemployment above 33%
- and far higher when discouraged
job seekers are included - labour
unions and researchers argue there
is no shortage of South Africans
willing to work.

Instead, they say, many em-
ployers favour migrant workers
because they are cheaper, more
flexible and less likely to demand
formal contracts, benefits or legal
protections.

“They are making a profit out of
foreign nations,” said Patrick Wil-
liams, a local organiser with the
Commercial, Stevedoring, Agri-
cultural and Allied Workers Union.

Foreign farmworkers, he said,
routinely worked seven days a
week, skipped lunch breaks to
maximise piece-rate earnings and
were often paid below the national
minimum wage.

For employers, the challenge is
not only finding workers, but re-
placing years of experience.

In Durban’s Chatsworth indus-
trial area, a manager at a cloth-
ing factory said the departure of
skilled machinists from Malawi
and Mozambique had left factories
struggling to meet orders.

“We can barely meet our targets
because most were forced to go,”
she said on condition of anonym-
ity, adding it would take time for
local workers to master the job.

The government has sought to
respond to public anger over mi-
gration by promoting a “locals
first” approach, while acknowl-
edging that some industries rely
on foreign skills and labour.

Last week it expanded its Trust-
ed Employer Scheme that fast-
tracks worker visas for companies
that meet requirements including
predominantly employing South
Africans, investing in skills devel-
opment and operating in priority
sectors.
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This picture taken on Thursday shows a woman reacting as protesters
storm the Department of Home Affairs offices during a demonstration
calling for the removal of undocumented immigrants in South Africa’s
Alexandra township. (AFP)

Industry groups are urging the
government to create legal path-
ways for seasonal foreign labour,
arguing that sectors such as agri-
culture have become dependent
on migrant workers and cannot
replace them overnight.

South Africa should consider
a regulated seasonal worker pro-
gramme similar to one in the Unit-
ed States, said Siyabonga Madlala,
chief executive of the South Afri-
can Farmers Development Asso-
ciation.

“There may be a need for a spe-
cial dispensation allowing sea-
sonal labour from SADC countries
where local supply is insufficient,”
he told Newsroom Afrika, refer-
ring to the 16-member Southern
African Development Community
bloc.

More than 60% of South Af-
rica’s immigrants are estimated to

come from SADC countries.

Yet for many who left, the de-
bate over labour policy has been
eclipsed by fears for their safety
after at least four foreigners were
killed, according to police data.

Wayne Chimbadzwa Mutasa,
a Zimbabwean national who had
lived in Robertson since 2014, said
that he left after foreign work-
ers were targeted in door-to-door
raids.

“The people who came into the
houses of Zimbabweans were po-
lice officers saying that you are liv-
ing here illegally,” he told AFP as he
prepared for repatriation.

His fellow national Majatamhe,
the farm worker, has decided to re-
main for now.

“We are afraid to stay even in
this place, but the problem is, we
don’t have enough money to go
home,” he said.

Liberia sacks a dozen officials after mass drug busts

AFP
Monrovia

iberian President Joseph
LBoakai has dismissed a doz-

en government officials and
recommended a handful for in-
vestigation following massive drug
busts in recent months that have
generated a public outcry for more
stringent action.

Boakai dismissed 12 officials,
ranging from an airport operations
administrator to law enforce-
ment supervisors, according to a
late-night statement released on
Thursday.

Earlier this month, authorities
conducted the largest drug bust
in the west African nation’s his-
tory, seizing nearly four tonnes of
cocaine valued at $317mn in an op-
eration on the road leading to Rob-
erts International Airport, which
is about 30km (20 miles) from the
capital Monrovia.

That followed on the heels of
another massive seizure of ap-
proximately 238kg of cocaine
worth some $19mn that had been
presented as ordinary commercial
cargo, including Maggi seasoning
cubes, at the airport in June.

West Africa is a transit point for

cocaine produced in Latin America
and shipped to consumer countries
in Europe, according to monitors.

Boakai’s statement said he had
ordered “the immediate dismiss-
al, suspension and investigation
of several officials of government
and law enforcement personnel
following his review of the latest
status report on ongoing investi-
gations into major narcotics traf-
ficking cases”.

Those dismissed included the
airport’s deputy director for op-
erations; the police commissioner
for criminal investigation, intelli-
gence and Interpol; and the deputy
director for administration at the
National Security Agency (NSA).

Boakai also dismissed “all gov-
ernment employees and law en-
forcement officers indicted” in
connection with the two massive
drug seizures, the statement said.

Those individuals were the air-
port’s director of security and the
deputy commander of the Liberia
Drug Enforcement Agency at the
airport, it said.

He further dismissed four em-
ployees across the NSA and min-
istry of gender, children and social
protection, forwarding their cases
to the Ministry of Justice for pros-
ecution.

Liberia Drug Enforcement Agricy officers celebrate after burning

approximately 4.2 metric tonnes of cocaine, during a destruction opera-
tion in Monrovia, on Thursday. ( Reuters)

Following the initial airport drug
seizure in June, Boakai launched a
co-ordinated investigation to en-
sure that “every individual found
responsible is fully accountable
under the law”.

Since the busts, social media
users, political commentators
and media reports have placed
an intense focus on the country’s

drug situation, with demands for
greater scrutiny of public offi-
cials and swift results in the in-
vestigation.

Several hundred protesters ad-
ditionally took to the streets of
Monrovia two weeks ago demand-
ing quick action and rapid charges,
in a protest organised by the civic
group STAND.

to extend threatened
AU mission to Somalia

AFP
Kampala

eaders of countries making

I up an African Union (AU)

military mission in Soma-

lia insisted yesterday that they

wanted to extend its mandate,

despite Washington ending po-
litical and financial support.

Somalia has battled Al-
Shabaab insurgents for around
two decades but the Islamist
group still controls vast swathes
of the country.

The AU Support and Sta-
bilisation Mission in Soma-
lia (AUSSOM) is the leading
force supporting the Somali
army, providing roughly 12,000
troops.

However, the United States
has announced that it will end
support to the UN Support Of-
fice in Somalia (UNSOS), which
crucially provides logistics to
the mission, at the end of this
year.

Washington - the main finan-
cial contributor to the UNSOS
- said that it would also oppose
any further UN logistical sup-
port to the AUSSOM.

In a July 1 letter, Washington
accused Somalia’s government
of a lack of progress against Al-
Shabaab and in addressing secu-
rity and governance challenges.

Leaders in the Ugandan capi-
tal Kampala stressed the need
for “an orderly, co-ordinated
and phased exit of the AUS-
SOM”.

It should be supported by a
UN Security Council-mandated
mechanism for up to two years
during which security would
gradually be handed over to So-
mali forces, according to a state-
ment read to reporters.

Analysts fear a similar sce-
nario as in Afghanistan when US
troops pulled out in 2021.

That could lead to the possible
collapse of the government in
Mogadishu which for two dec-
ades has had AU backing against
the Islamist insurgency.

However, analysts said the
chances of the mission continu-
ing were slim given Washing-
ton’s stance.

“I doubt that there is any vi-
able possibility for sustaining
this mission without reversal of
the US decision on the UNSOS;/”
Solomon Dersso, head of the
Amani Africa think tank, said.

Washington’s decision is “ir-
reversible”, a senior diplomat to
the AU told AFP on condition of
anonymity.

It is part of a wider fatigue
among donors and partners of

Somalia in the face of what the
US described as constant “in-
ternal rivalries and political in-
fighting”

Somalia is deeply fragmented
and currently in the midst of an-
other political crisis.

President Hassan Sheikh
Mohamud had the constitution
changed earlier this year, ex-
tending his term by a year after it

expired on May 15.
Opposition parties and re-
gional governments rejected

the changes, leading to violent
clashes in several parts of the
country, including Mogadishu.

The summit urged Mohamud
to convene a conference of lead-
ers of the government, opposi-
tion and federal states.

The president responded that
Somali political matters should
not feature in the summit state-
ment and must not be “interna-
tionalised”

Leaders in their statement
also asked international partners
“to consider the provision of ad-
ditional resources to address the
financial shortfalls” facing the
AU mission.

The AU cannot cover the costs.

UNSOS operational costs -
from troop rotation to food, fuel
and medical equipment - were
half a billion dollars this year,
three times more than the AUS-
SOM'’s budget, the Balqiis think
tank based in Mogadishu said in
arecent report.

The European Union, tra-
ditionally the biggest donor to
African missions in Somalia, has
reduced its funding this year.

The AU “has no solution” and
“now finds itself in a situation
where it has to make a decision”
quickly, the diplomat to the AU
said.

“A complete exit... will have
security consequences that the
Somalia government cannot
handle,” warned Meressa Kahsu
Dessu, of the Institute for Secu-
rity Studies (ISS).

In comments on X, Abdisaid
Muse Ali, a former Somali for-
eign minister, said the Kam-
pala talks should force Somalia’s
leaders to confront what follows
an AU drawdown.

“In Kabul, leaders came to
treat foreign troops, donor
money and diplomatic back-
ing as permanent foundations
of power,” he wrote. “Patronage
crowded out institution-build-
ing, corruption drained public
authority, and political factions
fought over offices while the se-
curity order weakened beneath
them?”

“Somalia now faces a similar
danger,” he cautioned.

Algeriabus crash kills atleast 25

At least 25 people were killed and 44 injured yesterday after a pas-
senger bus overturned in Algeria’s Boumerdes governorate, the Civil

Protection agency said.

The bus left the road near the coastal town of Boumerdes, east of
the capital Algiers, for unknown reasons.

The agency said its teams responded to the accident around
9.40am local time (0840 GMT) to assist the victims of what is the
deadliest accident in Algeria in recent years.

The Civil Protection agency said that the injured were being evacu-

ated to nearby hospitals.

In August last year, a bus plunged into a ravine near Algiers, killing

18 people.

In December, 14 people died when their bus overturned in the south-

ern region of Bechar.

Human factors including speeding are the main cause of crashes in
the country, according to Algerian road safety authorities.

In 2025, 3,838 people died and more than 37,000 were injured in
traffic accidents, they said. - Reuters/AFP
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TING FILIPING PLANNING ENGINEERS TO NEW HEIGHTS
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FPEA celebrates milestone with

successful 13th General Assembly

By Joey Aguilar
Doha

undreds of hours of vol-
Hunteer work and col-

laboration among Filipino
engineers, sponsors and profes-
sional organisations culminated in
the successful staging of the 13th
General Assembly of the Filipino
Planning Engineers Association
(FPEA) at Andaz Doha on July 17,
with organisers describing the
event as one of the association’s
defining milestones.

Held under the theme, “In-
vite, Ignite, Unite: Elevating Fili-
pino Planning Engineers to New
Heights”) the assembly celebrated
leadership, volunteerism, profes-
sional excellence and collaboration
while reaffirming FPEA’s commit -
ment to strengthening the Filipino
engineering community in Qatar.

“QOur 13th FPEA General Assem-
bly will forever be remembered as
one of the defining milestones in
the history of the Filipino Planning
Engineers Association,” said Engi-
neer Maria Cecilia Marcos Rosales-
Baiao, FPEA first vice-president
for FY 2025-2026 and chairperson
of the event. “It was far more than
a successful gathering. It was a
celebration of leadership, volun-
teerism, friendship, professional
excellence and our unwavering
commitment to our shared vision”

Baiao attributed the success
of the event to the collective ef-

forts of FPEA officers, committee
members, volunteers, sponsors
and partners.

“This achievement belongs
not to any one individual, but to
every officer, committee mem-
ber, volunteer, sponsor, partner
and member who willingly gave
their time, talents and unwaver-
ing support,”’ she said. “Our Gen-
eral Assembly stands as a powerful
reminder that great organisations
are not built by titles, but by peo-
ple who choose to serve with hu-
mility, integrity and dedication.”

During the event, Jefrey Gabriel,
an IC, LIMRA, and CII-certified
insurance adviser, delivered an in-
formative session highlighting the
importance of life insurance and
financial planning. He empha-

sised that proper protection is vi-
tal to building a secure future and
encouraged participants to start
planning early to safeguard their
families and achieve long-term fi-
nancial stability.

Meanwhile, Baiao also paid trib-
ute to the association’s board of
directors, committee chairs and
volunteers, highlighting their ded-
ication and teamwork in organising
the assembly. She also singled out
second vice-president Engineer
Danica for leading the programme
and coordinating with media part-
ners, resulting in the participation
of Qabayan Radio 94.3’s R] Cody
as master of ceremonies alongside
Engineer Johanna Mae Escoba.

Baiao also acknowledged the
contributions of members who

handled sponsorships, finance,
technical operations, publica-
tions, logistics and event coordi-
nation, saying their behind-the-
scenes work was instrumental to
the programme’s success.

She thanked the event’s techni-
cal speakers — Dr Arlan Beltran,
Dr Elvin D Fajutagana and Engi-
neer Lofty — for sharing their ex-
pertise and inspiring members to
pursue professional excellence.

The association thanked its
sponsors and partners, including
KIMS Health, Eye Focus Media,
SIKA Qatar, MetLife, Berkeley,
BMTC and Maharlika Restaurant,
for supporting the event and help-
ing advance FPEA’s mission.

FPEA also recognised the con-
tinued collaboration of fellow
professional organisations, in-
cluding the Philippine Institute
of Civil Engineers (PICE) - Qatar
Chapter and the Filipino Associa-
tion of Materials Engineers - Qatar
(FAME Qatar), saying such part-
nerships continue to strengthen
the Filipino engineering commu-
nity in the country.

The organisers also commended
Andaz Doha for its hospitality and
support throughout the prepara-
tions and staging of the assembly.

Reflecting on the event, Baiao
said the general assembly demon-
strated the power of volunteerism
and shared purpose.

“When people unite with a
common purpose, respect one an-
other and place service above self,

extraordinary achievements be-
come possible,” she said. “Leader-
ship is not measured by position,
but by the lives we inspire, the
people we empower and the legacy
we leave behind”

She encouraged members to

continue embracing the organi-
sation’s “Invite, Ignite, Unite” vi-
sion by mentoring future leaders,
strengthening the association
and upholding the values of pro-
fessionalism, integrity, humility
and excellence.

BCFQ honours season’s top performers at annual awards ceremony

Champions

Runner-up

he Bangladesh Cricket Fra-
ternity Qatar (BCFQ) recently
held its 2025-2026 season

[ CHIEF GUEST: H.E MOHAMMAD HAZRAT ALY KHAN
\ of :Im: 1 )
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prize distribution ceremony at the
Cayam Hotel, with Bangladesh am-
bassador to Qatar Hazarat Ali Khan
attending as the chief guest.

The ceremony was presided over
by BCFQ president Yasin Meah and
hosted by general secretary Saif
Khandaker. Among those in attend-
ance were BCFQ vice-president Aziz
Khan, CIP; advisers Abdul Matin
Patwary, Mohammed Alamgir Hus-
sein Ali, and Abul Kayes Ahmed; and
members of the organisation’s execu-
tive committee.

Distinguished guests included
Engineer Anwar Hussain Akon,
founding president of the Bang-
ladesh Community Qatar (BCQ);
Kamal Uddin, country manager of
Biman Bangladesh Airlines; Nurul
Kabir Chowdhury, CEO of Arabian
Exchange; community leader Ismail
Meah; Ashfaq Uddin Mamoon; and
other prominent members of the
Bangladeshi community.

During the ceremony, trophies and
awards were presented to the season’s
top-performing teams and players.
Cumilla United were crowned cham-
pions, while Greater Noakhali Express
finished runners-up. Honorary me-
mentoes were also presented to four
Bangladeshi cricketers representing
the Qatari national team — Faiz Ul-
lah Sihab, Arif Nasir Uddin, Magbul
Ahmed, and Faisal Ahmed — inrecog-
nition of their achievements. Several
other players were likewise honoured
for their outstanding performances
throughout the season.

In his keynote address, ambassa-

i

A section of the guests.

dor Ali Khan highlighted the grow-
ing importance of sports diplomacy
in contemporary international rela-
tions, describing it as a form of soft
power that complements traditional
diplomatic and political engage-
ment.

Bangladesh ambassador to Qatar Hazarat Ali Khan addresses the event.

BCFQ CEO Aminul Islam delivered
the welcome address, while Engineer
Anwar Hussain Akon and Noor Mo-
hammed spoke on the role of sport in
fostering cultural identity, preserving
language, and strengthening commu-
nity harmony.

Area 13 of District 116
Toastmasters International
hosted its Confluence Meeting,
“The Legacy Continues”, on July
21in Doha, bringing together
members from Leads Learning,
WISQ, Al Khor Malayalam, West
Bay, and Sri Lankan Toastmasters
Clubs Qatar.

The event was graced by District
director DTM Sherwin Olimpo;
Programme Quality director

DTM Ajaya Rogiye; Division D
director Sanjaya Munindradasa,
Immediate Past Division D
director Sampath Samarasekara,
and general evaluator DTM Surya
Narayanan.

The programme featured
prepared speeches, evaluations,
table topics, and club spotlights,
fostering learning and
fellowship. Area director Dr
Priyanka Poomani thanked the
organising team, club officers,
volunteers, and participants

for making the event a success,
reaffirming Toastmasters’
mission of developing confident
communicators and inspiring
leaders.

The confluence concluded on a
high note, leaving participants
with renewed inspiration,
stronger connections, and lasting
memories.

Area 13 of District 116 Toastmasters International hosts Confluence Meeting
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Papawis QLAB marks pickleball’s growing
popularity with Ladies Night tournament

By Joey Aguilar
Doha

growing popularity of pick-

leball in Qatar by hosting
its Ladies Night Pickleball Dou-
bles Tournament in Doha, bring-
ing together 32 female players in a
one-day event that promoted fit-
ness, inclusivity and community
engagement.

The tournament featured 16
teams competing in the Beginners
and Novice categories, providing
women of different backgrounds
and skill levels with an oppor-
tunity to experience one of the
world’s fastest-growing sports in
a welcoming and supportive envi-
ronment.

Organisers said the event was
designed not only to encourage
participation in sport but also
to inspire healthier lifestyles,
strengthen community ties and
introduce more residents in Qatar
to pickleball.

Founded on the belief that sport
can unite people, promote well-
ness and build lasting friendships,
Papawis QLAB continues to or-
ganise activities that encourage
people to learn, compete and grow
together.

Apart from the competition,
organisers said the tournament
sought to promote physical fit-
ness and active living, encourage
greater participation of women in
sport, foster friendship, teamwork
and sportsmanship, strengthen
the Filipino community while
welcoming participants from dif-
ferent nationalities, and expand
awareness of pickleball across Qa-
tar.

The event featured a series of
closely contested matches, with
participants displaying determi-
nation, respect and camaraderie
throughout the competition. Or-
ganisers described the tournament
as a celebration of sportsmanship

P apawis QLAB celebrated the

and friendship, supported by en-
thusiastic volunteers, sponsors
and members of the community.

“At Papawis QLAB, our mission
goes beyond organising tourna-
ments. We strive to build a com-
munity where people can stay
active, connect with others, and
enjoy sports in a positive and sup-
portive environment,” founder
Earvin Mondidu said.

Guided by the group’s motto,
“No Rules. Just Be Kind. Papawis
Life!”, Mondidu said the organisa-

tion remains committed to staging
activities that promote healthy
living, inclusivity and meaningful
social connections.

He also thanked the players,
volunteers, sponsors and support -
ers whose contributions helped
make the tournament a success,
adding that Papawis QLAB plans
to organise more sporting events
that encourage participation,
wellness and unity within Qatar’s
diverse community.

With pickleball continuing to

attract new players worldwide,
Mondidu said community-led ini-
tiatives such as the Ladies Night
tournament are helping expand
the sport’s reach in Qatar while
providing more opportunities for
women to participate in recrea-
tional and competitive sport.
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Qatar Tec supports purple Saturday, reaffirms commitment to an inclusive society

atar Tec, a leading man-

power and project sup-

plies company in Doha, has
joine®™the Purple Saturday initia-
tive, reaffirming its commitment to
advancing accessibility and inclu-
sion for persons with disabilities in
Qatar.

The company expressed its
wholehearted support for the na-
tionwide campaign led by the Min-
istry of Family and Social Develop-
ment, which promotes the rights,
accessibility, and full inclusion of
persons with disabilities as part of
Qatar’s vision for a more inclusive
society.

By participating in Purple Sat-
urday, Qatar Tec has reaffirmed
its commitment to corporate so-
cial responsibility and its belief
that businesses have a vital role in
building a society where every in-
dividual is respected, valued, and
empowered.

Jeby K John, managing director
of Qatar Tec, said that supporting

initiatives such as Purple Satur-
day goes beyond corporate social
responsibility and reflects the true
values of humanity.

“Supporting persons with dis-
abilities is not merely a corporate
responsibility; it is our moral re-
sponsibility. We have been blessed
with countless opportunities, and
the best way to express gratitude

BUILDING AN INCLUSIVE AND

—— ACCESSIBLE COMMUNITY FOR ALL —

for those blessings is by extending
kindness, respect, and support to
those who face greater challenges.
A truly progressive society is one
where everyone is given equal op-
portunities to participate, contrib-
ute, and succeed,” he said.

John added that Qatar Tec has
consistently supported humani-
tarian and charitable initiatives in

‘Healing Hands, Caring Hearts’: Medical
mission puts OFW health in focus

By Joey Aguilar
Doha

ecognising the growing
Rprevalence of lifestyle-re-

ated diseases among over-
seas Filipino workers (OFWs), sev-
eral community organisations in
Qatar joined forces with a private
healthcare provider to deliver free
medical consultations and health
screenings to dozens of expatri-
ates during a medical mission.

Themed “Healing Hands, Car-
ing Hearts” the initiative was held
on July 24, bringing together the
Supreme Elite Eagles Club - Of-
ficial, BIMAK Qatar, GSSI and
GABII in partnership with Brite
Medical Centre to promote pre-
ventive healthcare and improve
health awareness among members
of the Filipino community.

“Qur inspiration is rooted in
service — strengthened by genu-
ine brotherhood and guided by our
deep love for our fellow OFWs,’
Supreme Elite Eagles Club presi-
dent Eagle Mario Solang told Gulf
Times.

He said the medical mission
aimed not only to provide free
healthcare services but also to en-

courage regular health monitoring
and preventive care, stressing that
“prevention is always better than
cure.”

The programme benefited 78
people out of 112 registered par-
ticipants, offering a comprehen-
sive range of free services, includ-
ing body mass index assessments,
blood pressure monitoring, blood
sugar, cholesterol and uric acid
testing, dental screening, consul-
tations with general practitioners,
paediatric and gynaecology spe-
cialists, as well as paediatric nu-
trition counselling for overweight
and underweight children.

The screenings also revealed a
growing burden of non-commu-
nicable diseases within the Filipi-
no community in Qatar. According
to Solang, elevated blood pressure,
high blood sugar levels and in-
creased cholesterol were the most
common health concerns identi-
fied among beneficiaries.

He said the findings underscore
the need for continuous health
monitoring, early detection and
preventive healthcare initiatives,
while highlighting the importance
of promoting healthier lifestyles
and regular medical check-ups
among OFWs, whose work de-

both Qatar and India and remains
committed to programs that pro-
mote compassion, inclusion, and
community welfare.

Purple Saturday has emerged
as one of Qatar’s most inspiring
national initiatives, encouraging
government institutions, private
companies, and community or-
ganisations to create more acces-

mands and daily pressures can
increase their risk of lifestyle-re-
lated illnesses.

Solang highlighted the value of
collaboration between commu-
nity organisations and the pri-
vate healthcare sector in extend-
ing medical services to expatriate
workers.

“Service born from compassion
and strengthened by collaboration
reminds us that humanity thrives
when we choose to care for one
another,” he said.

Following the positive re-
sponse to the programme, the
organisers plan to hold similar
medical missions to reach more
OFWs in Qatar.

“As we move forward, more
OFWs will benefit—not only
through medical care but through
genuine human connection. In
times of crisis, our compassion
becomes the light that guides and
heals us all,” Solang added.

sible workplaces, services, and
public spaces for persons with dis-
abilities. The campaign also aims
to raise awareness about inclusion
and inspire organisations to re-
move barriers and foster equal op-
portunities for all.

Mini Benny, advisory board
chairperson of UNIQ, attended the
function as chief guest. She lauded
the commitment of Qatar Tec and
congratulated the whole team for
joining the noble cause.

A delegation of senior officials
from Qatar Tec attended the event,
reaffirming the company’s com-
mitment to social responsibility
and inclusive community devel-
opment. The delegation included
Jinoj Mathew Thomas (Project
Account manager), Laiju Varghese
(Admin and Procurement manag-
er), John Mathew (manager - Hu-
man Resources), Joby Kolkunnel
John (manager - Sales and Market -
ing), Thomas Mathew (manager -
Accounts), Sreeregha Parayilvalap-

pil (Accounts supervisor),Jeethu
Varghese, Reeja Raju, Basil Joseph
and Radhe Taru.

The representatives reiterated
the company’s commitment to
supporting initiatives that promote
accessibility, equality, and dignity
for persons with disabilities, while
contributing to the broader vision
of an inclusive society.

As Purple Saturday continues to
gain momentum across the coun-
try, Qatar Tec’s participation re-
flects the growing commitment of
Qatar’s corporate sector to ensur-
ing that no one is left behind and
that inclusion remains a shared re-
sponsibility.

“When businesses choose com-
passion alongside excellence, they
help build stronger communities.
Purple Saturday reminds us that
inclusion is not an act of charity
— it is a commitment to justice,
dignity, and equal opportunity
for every member of society,” the
company said.
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ICBF organises second Blood Platelet Donation Camp at HMC Centre

i

The Indian Community Be-
nevolent Forum (ICBF),
continuing its commitment
to serving the expatriate Indian
community in Qatar, successfully
organised its second Blood Plate-
let Donation Camp in consecutive
months in association with Ha-
mad Medical Corporation (HMC)
at the Qatar National Blood Dona-
tion Centre.

The initiative was organised to
raise awareness about the critical

importance of blood platelet do-
nation and to encourage greater
community participation in this
life-saving cause.

Platelets are essential for pa-
tients undergoing cancer treat-
ment, organ transplants, major
surgeries, and for those suffering
from blood disorders and trau-
matic injuries.

As platelets have a very short
shelf life, maintaining an adequate
supply depends on the continued

support of voluntary donors.

The campaign highlighted the
invaluable role that voluntary
donors play in saving lives and
strengthening Qatar’s healthcare
system.

More than 60 volunteers from
various Indian states came for-
ward to donate blood platelets,
demonstrating the Indian com-
munity’s spirit of service and hu-
manitarian commitment.

During the official function,

ICBF president Shanavas Bava
delivered the presidential address
and highlighted the significance of
ICBF’s unique initiative of organ-
ising regular blood platelet dona-
tion camps.

He appreciated the enthusias-
tic participation of the volunteers
and emphasised the importance of
sustaining such life-saving cam-

SEEC, BIMAK Qatar organise bowling

event to promote wellness, fellowship

By Joey Aguilar
Doha

romoting wellness and
Pstronger community ties

through sport, the Supreme
Elite Eagles Club (SEEC) and BI-
MAK Qatar brought together
30 teams for a bowling tourna-
ment at the Qatar Bowling Centre
(QBC), where participants en-
joyed a day of friendly competi-
tion and fellowship.

Held on July 24, the tourna-
ment drew members of the Fili-
pino community for an event
designed to encourage healthy
recreation, teamwork and cama-
raderie, while providing a wel-
come break from the demands of
work and daily life.

SEEC president Eagle Mario
Solang described the event as a
celebration of community spirit
and collaboration.

“What an incredible achieve-
ment—and an even greater privi-
lege—for BIMAK and SEEC to
bring energy, excitement and non-
stop laughter through the sport of
bowling,” Solang said.

He also commended the organ-
ising committees, officers, players
and QBC for contributing to the
tournament’s success.

“Huge congratulations to the
amazing committees, dedicat-
ed officers, passionate players
and QBC for making this event a
smashing success,” he added.

BIMAK Qatar president Larc
Uerba said the tournament dem-
onstrated the value of teamwork in
strengthening relationships with-
in the Filipino community.

“Your teamwork and com-

'

mitment turned every moment
into something truly unforgetta-
ble,” Uerba said. “From strikes to
smiles, every game was filled with
fun, connection and pure good
vibes—a perfect stress reliever for
everyone.”

He hopes the organisations
would continue holding activities
that foster friendship and com-
munity engagement. “Here’s to
more electrifying events, stronger
bonds and endless moments of joy
together,” he added.

The bowling tournament is
part of a broader effort by both
organisations to promote com-
munity welfare beyond social
gatherings.

SEEC, a civic-oriented organi-
sation affiliated with the Fraternal
Order of Eagles (Philippine Ea-
gles), has been actively involved
in volunteer and outreach ini-
tiatives benefiting overseas Fili-
pino workers (OFWs) in Qatar. In
recent days, the club partnered
with BIMAK Qatar, GSSI, GABII
and Brite Medical Centre to con-
duct the Healing Hands, Caring
Hearts medical mission, provid-
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ing free health screenings and
consultations while encouraging
preventive healthcare among the
Filipino community.

BIMAK Qatar has likewise sup-
ported various -cultural, sports
and charitable activities aimed at
strengthening unity among Filipi-
nos in the country.
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Organisers said they hope the
success of the bowling tourna-
ment will pave the way for more
sports and wellness programmes
that encourage active lifestyles,
build lasting friendships and
further strengthen the sense of
community among Filipinos liv-
ing and working in Qatar.

paigns through continued com-
munity involvement.

General secretary Deepak Shet -
ty welcomed the gathering, while
Health Wing in-charge Mini Siby
proposed the vote of thanks.

ICBF Advisory Council chair-
man K S Prasad was also present at
the event and appreciated the com-
mitment shown by the volunteers

in supporting this noble cause.
The event was co-ordinated
by secretary Jafer Thayyil, along
with Managing Committee mem-
bers Mani Bharathi, Neelambari
Sushant, Amar Veer Singh, Khaja
Nizamudeen, Shankar Goud, and
Irfan Ansari, whose dedicated ef-
forts contributed to the successful
organisation of the camp.
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CARE Doha organises ‘CV Clinic and Interview Masterclass’
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| Career Assistance, Research and Education

(CARE) organised a CV Clinic and Interview
Masterclass themed “First Impression
Matters - Secrets to Interview Success and
CV”, aimed at equipping job seekers and
professionals with essential skills to enhance
their career opportunities.

The programme was inaugurated by Youth
Forum vice-president Rashad Mubarak. In
his inaugural address, he highlighted the
importance of being well-prepared to face
the challenges of the evolving job market. He
emphasised that a professionally prepared
CV, a strong first impression, and confident
interview performance are crucial factors for
career success. He also encouraged youth

to continuously develop their professional
skills and effectively utilise available
opportunities.

During the Interview Masterclass, Shabeer
Hameed shared practical guidance on

successfully navigating different stages

of the interview process. Through mock
interviews and interactive practical sessions,
participants gained hands-on experience
in handling common interview scenarios.
He also addressed key areas such as
communication skills, confidence building,
personal presentation, and understanding
employer expectations.

Shamseer Abubacker conducted a session
on preparing professional CVs, explaining
practical approaches and modern methods
for designing effective resumes. The CV
Clinic provided participants with individual
reviews and valuable suggestions for
improving their CVs. The interactive Q&A
session was also highly beneficial for the
attendees.

The programme was attended by job
seekers, fresh graduates, and professionals
from various fields. Participants appreciated

the practical knowledge, guidance, and
training provided, which helped them
improve their career readiness and build
confidence to compete in the job market.
CARE is an initiative actively working among
the Indian community in Qatar in the areas
of career development, education, research,
and skill enhancement. Through career
guidance programmes, professional training
sessions, CV clinics, interview preparation
workshops, and educational initiatives, CARE
aims to empower youth and professionals
and support them in achieving their career
goals.

Rageeb Melattur and Thameem Ameer led
the co-ordination of the programme. The
event was widely appreciated as a valuable
initiative that provided practical knowledge,
confidence, and career guidance for those
preparing to enter the job market and those
seeking professional growth.
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Chinese military researchers tap US AI models to train defence systems

Reuters
Beijing

C hinese military research-
ers have used outputs from
leading US artificial intel-
ligence (AI) models developed by
OpenAl and Anthropic to train do-
mestic Al systems to advance Chi-
na’s defence capabilities, a Reuters
review of 80 Chinese academic pa-
pers and patents revealed .

The previously unreported find-
ings offer a rare glimpse into how
military and security-linked in-
stitutions in China are leveraging
cutting-edge US AI models as a
shortcut to developing special-
ised systems of their own, despite
Washington’s efforts to restrict
Beijing’s access to advanced chips
and other strategic technologies.

The documents show wide-
spread use of a technique known as
“model distillation,” in which out-

puts from a powerful Al system are
used to train smaller, specialised
models that can be deployed local-
ly without the enormous comput-
ing requirements needed to build
frontier Al systems from scratch.
Reuters’ review, which included
research compiled by the Wash-
ington-based Jamestown Founda-
tion and shared exclusively with
the news agency, showed distilla-
tion is widely used by researchers
linked to the People’s Liberation
Army and other military institu-
tions. The papers suggest Chinese
defence institutions see leading US
AlI'models as both a source of tech-
nical insight and a way to close the
gap with American rivals.

The dispute centres on unau-
thorised extraction, not distilla-
tion itself, a widely used industry
practice. The issue has emerged
as a major flashpoint ahead of US-
China talks on AI governance and
safety. US officials have accused

some Chinese entities of using
distillation to extract capabilities
from American AI models, poten-
tially undermining export controls
and infringing intellectual prop-
erty rights.

China has rejected the accusa-
tions, saying Washington is pursu-
ing AI “hegemonism” while argu-
ing that US firms have engaged in
similar practices. Chinese devel-
opers refuted claims that their ad-
vances rely on foreign models. AI
startup Moonshot last week denied
allegations by US that its Kimi K3
model was built using distillation.

Sunny Cheung, a Jamestown
fellow, said Chinese military sci-
entists are systematically captur-
ing the reasoning steps of Western
models to adapt them for surveil-
lance, cyber warfare and tactical
decision-making.

“Teaching a model the right an-
swer is one thing but teaching it
the reasoning behind the answer

is much harder,” said Cheung.
“These papers show Chinese mil-
itary-linked researchers are trying
to transfer that expensive, pro-
prietary reasoning from Western
models into smaller systems they
can control and deploy locally”
Reuters verified the academic lit-
erature and identified an addition-
al two dozen military-linked case
studies.

One paper published last year
by researchers in PLA Unit 96941,
a military intelligence and cyber-
warfare unit in Beijing, described
using OpenAlI’s GPT-3.5 to process
sensitive military source code.

The researchers said third-party
models were unsuitable for han-
dling classified information. To
overcome that limitation, they
used GPT-3.5 to summarize soft-
ware code and trained a domestic
model on those summaries to run
entirely within Chinese military
networks.

Lula unifies Brazil’s left, but
its future remains uncertain

Reuters
Brasilia

hen Brazilian President
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva
takes the stage at the

country’s Workers Party conven-
tion yesterday to accept his sev-
enth, and likely final, nomination
as a presidential candidate, at the
age of 80, he will do so with the
Brazilian left more united behind
him than at any other point in his
decades-long political career.

For the first time in nearly 40
years, Lula is the presidential can-
didate for all five major center-left
parties. But that unity, forged in
opposition to a rising far right, is
also raising questions about who
might lead the movement once the
former union leader is no longer on
the ballot.

“It won’t be easy,” said Juliano
Medeiros, the former president of
the Socialism and Liberty Party,
one of the parties in Lula’s coali-
tion. “We’ll have to debate exten-
sively to see if we can maintain
a convergence on the left” The
growth of a coalition around Lula
stems from a survival strategy, as
Brazilians grow increasingly con-
servative.

According to researcher Felipe
Nunes, the author of the book
“Brazil in the Mirror,” from 2014 to
2023, the share of Brazilians who
consider themselves right-wing
rose to 37% from 26%, while those
who identify as left-wing fell to
23% from 29%.

The shift has supported the rise
of far-right figures such as former
Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro,
who last year was convicted for at -
tempting to overthrow democracy.

Now, his son Senator Flavio Bol-
sonaro is running against Lula.

“The far right remains alive, and
the popular democratic camp —
which we represent — must unite,”
said Carlos Lupi, the head of the
Democratic Labour Party, which
had its own presidential candidate
in the last election, in 2022. “We
are at a very unique moment. The
democrats will be on one side and

Brazil’s President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva speaks during his visit to the Bertolini shipyard in Manaus, Brazil.
(Reuters/FilePhoto)

the offspring of the dictatorship
on the other” Brazil was ruled by
a military dictatorship between
1964 and 1985, a period that far-
right former President Jair Bol-
sonaro and his supporters portray
as an ideal era in Brazilian history,
despite the political violence from
the regime.

The shift is regional. Lula is one
of the few leftist leaders leading a
South American country, after the
election of right-wing leaders in
countries such as Chile, Colom-
bia, and Argentina in recent years,
following the economic stagna-
tion that hit the region in the past
decade.

Many on the left agree that
beating the rightward trend with-
out Lula seems unfeasible now.
Political scientist Creomar de
Souza of the consulting firm Dhar-
ma Political Risk and Strategy said
the left’s reduced political space is
further enhanced by its difficulty
in finding an effective narrative on
social media, leaving parties with
few good options to win.

“By joining Lula’s election cam-

Trump’s powerful but

Reuters
Washington

n unofficial adviser to the

Trump administration who

has played a leading role in
shaping US Venezuela policy and
multimillion-dollar deals to ex-
ploit the Opec state’s vast oil re-
sources has told Reuters he is no
longer overseeing the portfolio.

In a role likened by current and
former government officials and
business sources in the US and
Venezuela to that of a viceroy, Mi-
ami-based businessman Mauricio
Claver-Carone reported to Secre-
tary of State Marco Rubio, who has
spearheaded Venezuela policy.

Though he held no formal gov-
ernment position, he emerged as
one of the Trump administration’s
most influential players on Ven-
ezuela since the January 3 US raid
that captured President Nicolas
Maduro.

He said his departure was vol-
untary, though multiple sources
familiar with the matter say he was
forced out in recent weeks.

During his tenure, Claver-Car-
one wielded heavy influence over
decisions that could eventually be
worth billions of dollars, from debt

restructuring to oil deals.

Maduro was replaced by former
Vice President Delcy Rodriguez,
who has worked closely with Clav-
er-Carone and proved more com-
pliant to US demands to open the
country up to US business.

Behind-the-scenes talks by
Claver-Carone, who served briefly
as Trump’s special envoy on Latin
America early in his second term,
were a large part of the Trump ad-
ministration’s approach to post-
Maduro Venezuela. The US has
taken a domineering role in de-
termining the future of the coun-
try’s energy sector while refraining
from pushing for substantial po-
litical reforms or democratic elec-
tions anytime soon.

Claver-Carone was key to US
firm Centerview Partners clinch-
ing a contract — worth more than
$150mn with no competitive bid-
ding process — to restructure
Venezuela’s some $200bn of debt.
He also helped arrange talks be-
tween the Venezuelan government
and opposition leaders scheduled
for August 1 and weighed in on
oil deals, including some cases in
which companies were awarded
potentially lucrative business,
eight sources said.

“Just like in the first term and my

paign, they have the advantage of
trying to anchor themselves in the
political figure that Lula represents
and in the electoral impact that
figure currently has;” he said. Lula
currently leads opinion polls for
both rounds of the election, with
a small but consistent margin over
Senator Bolsonaro, as the economy
remains stable and inflation slows,
but Lula is also supported by voters
who reject Bolsonaro.

Eden Valadares, the communi-
cations secretary of the Workers
Party, known as the PT, said he
did not see a decline of the left but
rather a polarisation, with the tra-
ditional right losing ground to the
far right, and a maturing of the left
in the face of that threat.

“The support of all these par-
ties for Lula is not automatic,” he
said, adding the PT had to make
concessions to secure support
for Lula. “There is a mediation
process in which everyone feels
included” Normally reluctant to
cede the leading role in state-level
coalitions, this time — on Lula’s
instructions — his party decided to

change its stance and make room
for allies to lead the ticket in some
cases. Still, Lula, a constant figure
on Brazilian campaign trails since
1989, will be 84 at the end of a new
term, if elected, and has no clear
successor.

Behind the scenes, politicians
acknowledge that a power struggle
is likely to begin during a potential
fourth term for Lula.

Former ministers Fernando
Haddad and Camilo Santana are
emerging as possible successors,
but neither has the standing on the
Brazilian left, or internationally,
that Lula currently commands.

Whoever wants to command the
left in 2030, when the next presi-
dential race is scheduled to take
place, will have the daunting task of
convincing the left to remain united.

“Today we are fortunate to have
a figure like Lula, someone who
has the ability to speak beyond the
left-wing bubble,” said Medeiros,
the former party leader. “Between
now and 2030, we’ll have to debate
a vision for the country, a shared
strategy”

The White House, Pentagon,
China’s foreign ministry, the PLA
and OpenAl did not respond to re-
quests for comment.

Chinese researchers have used
distillation for purposes rang-
ing from content monitoring to
military deployment, Reuters’ and
Jamestown’s review of the papers
showed. At the North University of
China, which has close links to the
country’s weapons industry, re-
searchers used Anthropic’s Claude
3 Haiku to generate synthetic
training data for a text classifica-
tion model for social media moni-
toring and content moderation.

Anthropic said it does not pro-
vide commercial access to Claude
in China or to Beijing-controlled
firms and uses monitoring systems
to detect policy violations.

The company added that dis-
tilled models may lose the original
systems’ safety safeguards, poten-
tially allowing sensitive capabili-

ties to be transferred to models be-
yond its control.

A 2024 paper from the PLA’s
National University of Defense
Technology described using distil-
lation to shrink an image-process-
ing model for deployment on un-
manned aerial vehicles, allowing
drones to analyse live video and
support navigation and targeting
decisions in real time even when
communications are cut.

Similarly, researchers at China’s
Academy of Military Sciences used
distillation to run a target-recog-
nition model on tactical hardware
during simulated maritime opera-
tions involving drones, ships and
unmanned submarines, a study
published earlier this year showed.

China has embraced distilla-
tion as it seeks to compete with
the US in frontier AI while facing
constraints on advanced comput-
ing resources due to Washington’s
export controls on high-end chips.

Supreme Court justice
authorises probe into
dealings of Lula’s son

Brazilian Supreme Court
A]'ustice has authorised

federal police to inves-
tigate the son of President Luiz
Inacio Lula da Silva over sus-
picions he improperly helped
a lobbyist in dealings with the
health ministry, two sources
with direct knowledge of the de-
cision said.

Last week, federal police
sought permission to open an
investigation into Fabio Luis
Lula da Silva, known as “Lulin-
ha, for alleged influence ped-
dling and corruption on behalf
of businessman Antonio Carlos
Camilo Antunes.

One line of inquiry likely to
be pursued is whether Lulinha
helped provide Antunes’ busi-
nesses with access to health
ministry officials in connection
with a government deal involv-
ing a cannabidiol-based medi-
cation, one of the sources said.
Fabio Luis’ lawyer said in a state-
ment yesterday that the defence
was unaware of the investigation
and had not reviewed any docu-
ments or its legal basis, but said
the there were “suspicions of
illegality” “An investigation is
not an exercise in trial and error.
That would amount to what we
call a fishing expedition, which
is unlawful and would lay bare

the political interests behind this
unusual move,” the statement
said. Antunes’ legal representa-
tives could not immediately be
reached for comment.

In an interview on Thursday,
Lula said his son would be inves-
tigated like any other citizen and
would not receive special treat-
ment. “I will not use my position
to protect him,” Lula told the
Inteligencia Ltda. podcast, add-
ing that he would not interfere
in the probe. The investigation
into Fabio Luis has not yet been
formally opened, a federal police
source said.

Earlier this year, the Supreme
Court justice, Andre Mendonca,
also granted federal police per-
mission to launch another in-
vestigation into Lulinha over
allegations he received improper
payments linked to a scheme
involving irregular deductions
from pensions administered by
Brazil’s National Social Security
Institute (INSS), which also in-
volved Antunes.

Asked about his son in a Feb-
ruary interview with news outlet
UOL, Lula said he had confront-
ed Fabio Luis about the INSS
case. “If you’ve done something
wrong, you’ll pay the price for it.
If you haven’t, defend yourself,’
Lula told UOL. (Reuters)

US-backed Venezuela talks to begin
without opposition leader Machado

US-backed negotiations between Venezuela’s interim government
and a faction of the opposition are expected today in the

absence of the country’s most prominent opposition leader. The
talks, aimed at remaking the country’s political system ahead

of eventual elections, highlight Washington’s unprecedented
influence over Venezuelan politics since US President Donald
Trump’s administration removed Nicolas Maduro in a January raid
and installed acting President Delcy Rodriguez.

They will be led on the government side by Rodriguez’s brother
Jorge, the head of the National Assembly and a longtime
negotiator at previous talks with the US and the opposition.

The opposition delegation — which the US backs over efforts to
overhaul the country’s electoral council and top court to ensure
free and fair elections — will be led by Dinorah Figuera. Three
sources familiar with the matter said the US asked Figuera to lead
because she is the head of an opposition-dominated national
assembly cohort elected in 2015 that is still recognised by the US
as the country’s last democratically-elected legislature. (Reuters)

unofficial adviser for Venezuela leaves his role

A Venezuelan flag waves as people search for the bodies of their loved

ones beneath the rubble in Caraballeda, La Guaira. (Reuters)

service last year as Special Envoy,
I was honored to provide advice
and experience as a private citizen
on Venezuela and to fill gaps early
on ... to ensure President Trump’s
policy was successful,” Claver-
Carone said.

“I'm retired on Venezuela!
Asked for comment, the State De-
partment said he was not being re-
moved from any formal role.

“Mr Claver-Carone is an expert

with contacts throughout our re-
gion and is a private citizen who
does not currently have an official
role in the Trump Administration,”
a spokesperson said. “Any insinu-
ation that he is being forced out
of any formal role is inaccurate”
While Claver-Carone’s supporters
portrayed him as a deft operator
capable of advancing the admin-
istration’s agenda in a geopoliti-
cally complex environment, some

Trump allies had questioned if he
was an appropriate figure to over-
see a freewheeling push by US
companies to snap up Venezuelan
assets as he was a nominally pri-
vate citizen who controlled a pri-
vate equity fund.

Claver-Carone said neither he
nor his fund has any financial stake
in Venezuela.

His heavy-handed involvement
with business deals in Caracas has
ruffled feathers within the State
Department and among some in-
vestors, multiple sources told Reu-
ters. Among those who had bris-
tled at Claver-Carone’s influence
was Trump supporter, former am-
bassador and previous special en-
voy to Venezuela Richard Grenell,
who spoke to Trump about Clav-
er-Carone’s influence in business
dealings in Caracas in early July,
according to several sources famil-
iar with the matter.

Grenell did not respond to re-
quests for comment. An adminis-
tration official denied that Claver-
Carone had “ruffled feathers at the
White House” Some Trump allies
and those close to the situation
privately argued Claver-Carone
was too close to some Venezuelan
political operators.

One of those was Alejandro

Betancourt, one of Venezuela’s
best-known businessmen, who
amassed a fortune through con-
tracts linked to Venezuela’s oil and
electrical sectors during late Ven-
ezuelan President Hugo Chavez’s
rule, while facing years of scrutiny
and investigations related to cor-
ruption and money laundering in
various jurisdictions, including the
US, which he has denied.

Claver-Carone acknowledged
that he and others in the US gov-
ernment had used Betancourt as
an intermediary with Rodriguez’s
government, noting the business-
man had been helpful because he
understood the oil business in both
countries and could bridge the gap
between the parties.

Neither Betancourt nor his at-
torney responded to requests for
comment. The State Department
did not directly address Claver-
Carone’s relationship with the
businessman.

Claver-Carone, a Cuban Ameri-
can from south Florida with a his-
tory of opposition to the Commu-
nist government in Havana and a
longtime ally of Rubio, served as
the president of the Inter-Ameri-
can Development Bank in the first
Trump administration before be-
ing ousted over misconduct.
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Sniffer dogs search mall wrecked after Japan quake

AFP
Kumamoto

niffer dogs in Japan helped

rescuers yesterday make a

final sweep of a shopping
mall wrecked by an explosion after
a big earthquake, as the death toll
from the tremor three days earlier
hit 35.

“At the Aeon mall, 11 people were
pulled out as of last night (Thurs-
day), among them seven dead. To
make sure that no one else is inside,
we are finalising our confirmation
with the assistance of profession-
ally trained dogs,” government
spokesman Minoru Kihara said.

Local media quoted the opera-
tor of the mall, which was evacu-
ated before being ripped apart by
the suspected gas blast over an
hour after Tuesday’s quake, as
saying that all employees were
now accounted for.

At the other major disaster
site, a paper factory, following
the 7.1-magnitude jolt nine bod-
ies have now been recovered and
search and rescue operations were
terminated, Kihara said.

Two survivors were
tracted from the site
smokestack collapsed,

also ex-
where a
he said,

X
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on Thursday. (AFP)

putting the overall death toll from
the quake in the southwestern re-
gion of Kumamoto at 35.

Six others were in a critical con-
dition, according to a local disas-
ter management office.

The quake caused widespread
damage, flattening homes, dam-
aging bridges, triggering fires and
leaving many without electricity
and water in temperatures fore-

Starlinkused by scam
centres: Myanmar leader

AFP
Yangon

yanmar’s leader Min
Aung Hlaing publicly
called out Elon Musk’s

satellite Internet firm Starlink
yesterday as one of the tools used
by the country’s thriving online
scam industry.

An AFP investigation last year
revealed the use of Starlink de-
vices had exploded in the in-
dustry, where scammers target
Internet users with romance and
business cons worth tens of bil-
lions of dollars annually.

In his first major speech to par-
liament since being made civilian
president in April, ex-coup leader
Min Aung Hlaing named Starlink
as heinsisted his government was
cracking down on the fraudsters.

“Our government considers
online fraud and online gam-
bling as serious crimes commit -
ted against the public. Therefore,
our government will not tolerate
them at all and is severely crack-
ing down on and suppressing
them,” he said.

He claimed foreigners were
mostly responsible, saying that
“the communication equipment
they use, including Starlink, as
well as computer accessories,
were imported illegally by foreign
nationals”

Min Aung Hlaing led a 2021
coup that deposed democratic

leader Aung San Suu Kyi and trig-
gered an ongoing civil war. He was
installed as civilian president fol-
lowing highly restricted elections.

Since the war began, sprawling
fraud factories have ballooned in
Myanmar’s border regions where
governance has collapsed, often
using workers trafficked from
abroad.

The military-backed parlia-
ment approved a law this week
authorising capital punishment
for those who detain or violently
coerce victims into working in
online scam centres.

Myanmar’s junta has long been
accused of looking the other way
as the illicit industry grows, but
has trumpeted a crackdown since
February after being lobbied by
key military backer China, ex-
perts say.

A UN report issued this month
said law enforcement actions in
the region have “displaced and
dispersed” scam networks rather
than dismantle them.

Starlink, part of Musk’s SpaceX
company, dominates the global
satellite communications sector
with thousands of satellites in
orbit and operations in dozens of
countries.

In October last year, Starlink
said it had cut services to more
than 2,500 Internet devices at
Myanmar scam centres.

AFP has contacted Starlink for
comment on Min Aung Hlaing’s
remarks.

People take shelter at the “Wing Matsubase” General Sports and Cultural Center in Uki, Kumamoto Prefecture,

cast to approach 40C (104F) this
weekend.

“Only the electricity is work-
ing at home. The gas and water
are cut off, so I'm wondering when
they’ll be fixed,” Kosuke Iwasaki, a
27-year-old professional volley-
ball player, told AFP.

“Drinking water is secured, but
there’s very little water we can use
freely” for example for laundry,

said Iwasaki, who moved to Yatsu-
shiro City just a month ago.

Toilets also can’t be used if the
water is cut off.

As of yesterday, 79,000 house-
holds had no water, but power cuts
were resolved across the whole
Kumamoto region, according to
the land ministry and the utility.

More than 9,000, many of them
elderly, evacuated to shelters.

Pe

ople transport relief supplies into an evacuation shelter following

the July 28 earthquake in Yatsushiro, Kumamoto prefecture,

yesterday. (AFP)

Although the military airlifted
300 air conditioners to the region,
local media reported that many
evacuation centers — mostly in
school gymnasiums — lack air
conditioning.

One piece of good news was that
25 felines from a “cat cafe” inside
the mall were rescued and trans-
ferred to Hiroshima, triggering
widespread relief on social media.

Japan is one of the world’s most
seismically active countries, sit-
ting on top of four major tectonic
plates along the western edge of
the Pacific “Ring of Fire”.

Kumamoto itself was hit by two
devastating earthquakes in 2016,

which killed 273 people and in-
jured more than 2,800.

The archipelago, home to
around 125mn people, typically
experiences hundreds of jolts
every year and accounts for about
18% of the world’s earthquakes.

The vast majority are mild, al-
though the damage they cause
varies according to their location
and the depth below the Earth’s
surface at which they strike.

Japan is haunted by the memory
of a massive 9.0-magnitude under-
sea quake in 2011, which triggered a
tsunami that killed or left missing
around 18,500 people and wrecked
the Fukushima nuclear plant.

Xi urges deeper anti-graft fight in
military, modernisation advance

Reuters
Beijing

hina’s President Xi Jinping
urged senior leaders of the
ruling Communist Party
yesterday to deepen the fight
against corruption in the military
and to advance the modernisation
of national defence, state news

agency Xinhua reported.

“The barrel of the gun must al-
ways obey the party’s command,’
Xi said at a group session of the
Politburo, China’s top decision-

making body.

He also called for the estab-
lishment of an intelligent mili-
tary system, including greater use
of unmanned technologies and
deeper use of cyber-information
systems, Xinhua said. Xi “pointed
out that in advancing the mod-
ernisation of national defence
and the armed forces with high
quality, the fundamental orien-
tation and standard of evaluation
is always combat effectiveness,’

Xinhua reported.

Xi’s remarks and the Politburo
session come ahead of today’s
99th anniversary of the founding
of the People’s Liberation Army

(PLA).

While some defence analysts

and military attaches say the an-
niversary is expected to be rela-
tively low-key, it will effectively
serve to highlight the looming
centenary - a year in which the
Communist Party has urged fur-
ther progress in China’s military
modernisation and combat readi-

ness.

The anniversary comes amid
corruption
purges that a report by a lead-
ing defence research centre, the
London-based Independent In-
stitute of Strategic Studies, said
in February had hampered fight-
ing readiness and left serious de-
ficiencies in the PLA’s command

ongoing  military

structure.

“More than anything else, the
foremost priority for the Com-
munist Party leader and China’s
politico-military leadership (is)
who ought to be appointed into
the Central Military Commission
to lead the party-army into its
next century,” said James Char,
a China security scholar at Sin-
gapore’s S Rajaratnam School of

International Studies.

Char also noted the priority
given to high tech modernisation
in the study session, and said he
believed “substantial resources”
would be devoted to boosting

military capabilities.

Korea records highest-ever temperature as heatwave intensifies

Reuters

Seoul
epublic of Korea recorded
its highest temperature
yesterday since modern

weather observations began, as a
prolonged heatwave pushed tem-
peratures above 40C (104F) for a
third straight day in parts of the
country.

The record was set in the south-
eastern city of Yangsan, where
temperatures reached 41.4C at
1:40p, according to the Korea
Meteorological ~ Administration
(KMA). The reading surpassed the
previous national record of 41.0C
set in Hongcheon in August 2018.

Yangsan has now recorded tem-
peratures above 40 C for three
consecutive days amid an intense
heatwave affecting much of the
country.

Korea, yesterday. (Reuters)

The KMA hasissued its highest -
level heatwave warning for parts of

Children play in a fountain to cool off during a heatwave in Seoul, South

South Gyeongsang Province, in-
cluding Yangsan, while heatwave

advisories and warnings remain in
effect across most of South Korea.

“KMA data records using the
ASOS observing system began in
1973, and the 41.4C measured in
Yangsan is the highest tempera-
ture observed in our records since
then,” a KMA spokesperson said.

The KMA said the extreme heat
across the country was caused by
the simultaneous influence of the
North Pacific High and the Tibet-
an High pressure systems, which
have covered the Korean Peninsula
like a lid, trapping heat and allow-
ing temperatures to build across
much of the country while limiting
cloud cover.

Forecasters are also monitoring
Typhoon Dolphin in the western
Pacific, whose eventual track could
influence weather conditions over
the Korean Peninsula next week,
although its impact on the ongoing
heatwave remains uncertain.

Chinese President Xi Jinping applauds during a ceremony marking the
105th anniversary of the founding of the Communist Party of China at
the Great Hall of the People in Beijing, (Reuters/File photo)

The Pentagon said last year that
the US military believed China’s
leaders wanted its military ready
to be able to win a conflict over
Taiwan by 2027.

More recent assessments from
the US intelligence community
say Beijing does not currently
plan to invade Taiwan in 2027, and
would prefer to achieve control
of the island without the use of
force.

China views democratically
governed Taiwan as its own ter-

ritory and has never renounced
using force to take it, deploying
military ships and planes around
the island on a daily basis.

At a reception held yesterday
to celebrate the PLA anniversary,
Chinese Defence Minister Dong
Jun told the gathering that the
military must “serve as a solid
trump card” for national reuni-
fication and thwart any form of
“Taiwan independence” separa-
tist plots and foreign military in-
tervention.

Chinasays it rejects Philippine
‘baselines’ around shoal in SCS

China’s foreign ministry yesterday
said it firmly opposed and would
never accept the Philippines’
establishment of “baselines”
around Scarborough Shoal in the
South China Sea (SCS), calling

the move “illegal and invalid”

and a serious violation of China’s
territorial sovereignty.
Scarborough Shoal, known in
China as Huangyan Dao and in the
Philippines as Bajo de Masinloc, is
claimed by both countries.

Manila earlier this week deposited
its official nautical chart of
Scarborough Shoal with the United
Nations, a move it said reinforces
the legal certainty of its maritime
entitlements under international law.
The chart depicts the normal
baselines of Scarborough and the
outer limits of its 12-nautical-mile
territorial sea and 24-nautical-mile
contiguous zone under the United
Nations Convention on the Law of

the Sea (UNCLOS), the Philippine
department of foreign affairs said
in a statement yesterday.
“Huangyan Dao is China’s inherent
territory,” China’s foreign ministry
said in a statement, adding that
the Philippines’ territorial scope
has been determined by a series of
international treaties and the shoal
has never been among them.

The ministry reiterated Beijing’'s
rejection of a 2016 arbitration ruling
that invalidated its sweeping South
China Sea claims and accused
Manila of provoking tensions
around Scarborough Shoal.

“China demands that the Philippine
side earnestly respect China’s
territorial sovereignty and
maritime rights and interests,

and refrain from taking any
infringing and provocative actions
on Huangyan Dao. Otherwise,
China will respond resolutely,” the
statement said. (Reuters)

Singapore group will develop ‘most promising’ Ebola vaccine

AFP
Paris

Singapore-based or-
Aganisation announced on

Thursday it will develop an
Ebola vaccine dubbed the “most
promising” to fight back against a
deadly outbreak in the Democratic
Republic of Congo.

Nearly 1,500 people have died
in the conflict-wracked African
country from the Bundibugyo
strain of Ebola, for which there are
no vaccines or treatments.

But there are several different

efforts racing to develop a vaccine
for the previously rare strain in the
hope of stemming the escalating
outbreak.

World Health Organisation ex-
perts have said a single-dose shot
based on the rVSV platform is the
“most promising” candidate.

This is because it uses the same
platform as the only officially li-
cenced Ebola vaccine Ervebo,
which targets a different strain
called Zaire.

The Singapore-based Hilleman
Laboratories announced on Thurs-
day it would advance the rVSV
Bundibugyo jab so it can be tested

on humans during clinical trials.

The organisation is a joint ven-
ture between the US pharma giant
MSD — known as Merck in North
America — and the British charity
Wellcome Trust.

“We're racing to develop a Bun-
dibugyo vaccine and make doses
for clinical trials,” Hilleman Labo-
ratories CEO Raman Rao said in a
statement.

MSD developed and manufac-
tured Ervebo and “will serve as a
technical adviser” providing “ex-
pertise on the rVSV platform’, the
statement added.

It was a joint statement with the

Coalition for Epidemic Prepared-
ness Innovations (CEPI), which
has pledged funds to the rVSv
shot and other Ebola vaccine ef-
forts.

If early trials are successful and
the vaccine is authorised, CEPI
and Hilleman said they hoped to
“ensure rapid, affordable supply of
doses in outbreak-affected coun-
tries and low- and middle-income
settings”

The Ervebo vaccine needs to be
stored at ultra-low temperatures,
however the new Bundibugyo
jab is hoped to last for months in
normal refrigerators, making it

cheaper and easier to deploy tore-
mote areas.

In May, WHO experts cautioned
it would likely take seven to nine
months before the rVSV vaccine
is ready to be assessed in a clinical
trial.

The vaccine uses a modified
version of the vesicular stomatitis
virus, an animal virus, as a vector
to deliver a protein from the Bun-
dibugyo ebolavirus to the human
immune system, triggering an im-
mune response.

The announcement comes a
week after the first dose of a differ-
ent Bundibugyo vaccine being de-

veloped by Oxford University was
injected into a volunteer during a
rapidly launched clinical trial.

The epidemic in DR Congo is
now the third-largest Ebola out-
break on record.

There have been 3,360 con-
firmed cases, including 1,487
deaths since May, with the out-
break heavily centred on the
northeastern Ituri province.

Uganda, which borders Ituri,
has seen 20 confirmed cases, in-
cluding two confirmed deaths.

A viral haemorrhagic fever, Eb-
ola spreads through close contact
and infected bodily fluids.
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India approves $8.8bn offshore
oil, gas exploration plan

AFP
New Delhi

provide $8.8bn in financial

support for offshore oil and
gas exploration as part of its ef-
forts to reduce its heavy reliance
on energy imports.

India, the world’s third-larg-
est importer of oil and the sec-
ond-largest buyer of liquefied
petroleum gas (LPG), has faced
major disruptions due to restric-
tions on the Strait of Hormuz
driven by conflict between the
US and Iran.

To cushion the impact, New
Delhi has expanded its pool of
crude suppliers from 27 to 41
countries, including Venezuela,
while increasing purchases from
Russia and several African na-
tions.

The cabinet, chaired by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, ap-
proved what officials described
as a “very ambitious” push to ex-
plore vast offshore areas yesterday
under India’s jurisdiction for un-
tapped oil and gas reserves.

“If exploration is carried
out properly, India can achieve
substantial production,” In-
formation and Broadcasting
Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw

India said yesterday it will

told reporters in New Delhi.

Modi first announced the
offshore exploration mission
during a speech marking the
country’s Independence Day in
August last year.

India’s Petroleum and Natural
Gas Minister Hardeep Singh Puri
told AFP last month that the re-
cent energy crunch had provided
fresh impetus to India to expand
its domestic supplies.

India currently meets only
around 10% of its crude oil re-
quirements through domestic
production.

The cabinet also approved a
separate plan to expand renew-
able energy generation, target-
ing 102 gigawatts of solar power
capacity over the next five years
through photovoltaic installa-
tions on reservoirs, canals and
industrial water bodies.

India’s installed solar capac-
ity currently stands at about 162
gigawatts, among the highest in
the world.

“This programme aims to pre-
vent 10mn tonnes of CO2 emis-
sions,” Vaishnaw said.

Energy demand in India, home
to more than 1.4bn people, is ex-
pected to continue rising rapidly
even as the government pursues
its goal of achieving carbon neu-
trality by 2070.

Britain asks Cyprus to
extradite man suspected
of spying for Iran

Reuters
London/Nicosia

ritain has asked Cyprus
Bto extradite a dual Brit-

ish-Azerbaijani national
suspected of spying on a British
air base on the Mediterranean
island and passing his findings
to Iran’s Revolutionary Guards,
London police said yesterday.

Rashad Sultanov, 44, from Is-
lington in north London, is being
held in custody by Cypriot au-
thorities as extradition proceed-
ings progress, the Metropolitan
Police said in a statement.

The case marks Britain’s first
overseas National Security Act
investigation, led by counter-
terrorism police into incidents
at Britain’s RAF Akrotiri base in
Cyprus between May 11 and June
22 last year, the statement said.

Police in Cyprus, where Brit-
ain has two military bases, said
the suspect was first arrested in
2025 and had been in custody
since then. An Israeli minister at
the time said Cypriot authorities
had thwarted an attack on Israeli
citizens.

He was formally rearrested on

July 17 following Britain’s extra-
dition request, a Cypriot police
spokesperson said.

The suspect allegedly conduct -
ed hostile surveillance on the base
and is alleged to have then shared
information with Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps, the
British police added.

“This case shows we are able
to use the National Security Act
overseas when British military
bases are allegedly targeted by
hostile state activity,” Helen
Flanagan, head of counter-ter-
rorism policing in London, said
in the statement.

The IRGC threatened earlier
this month to attack any British
military bases used by US forces
tolaunch attacks on Iran.

AnIranian-type Shahed drone
caused slight damage on March 2
when it hit facilities at Akrotiri.
Soon afterwards, Britain said the
base would not be part of its de-
fensive agreement with the US
over the use of UK bases.

Also in March, Iran was re-
ported to have fired two ballis-
tic missiles at a US-UK military
base on Diego Garcia in the In-
dian Ocean, though neither hit
the target.

Police case filed against Meta India head over Modi videos

Reuters
New Delhi

olice in the southern Indian
Pcity of Hyderabad have reg-

istered a case against the
head of Meta India, Arun Srinivas,
over multiple videos posted on the
company’s Facebook platform that
depicted Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in an “abusive manner,’ a sen-
ior police officer said yesterday.

The videos spread as Modi con-
tended with the biggest wave of
youth-led protests India has seen
in more than a decade, a movement
over leaked papers in national ex-

aminations that has led to the res-
ignation of his education minister.

Police are preparing to send a no-
tice to Meta Platforms regarding the
case, said V Aravind Babu, deputy
commissioner of police for cyber
crimes in Hyderabad. “We are in
touch with the concerned agencies
and are co-operating with them to
resolve the matter,” a spokesperson
for Meta said.

It was not immediately clear why
Srinivas had been named person-
ally, a rare move against a senior
executive of a global tech firm. India
has tightened its content rules this
year, narrowing the legal shield that
protects platforms from liability for

what their users post and raising the
exposure of the executives who run
them. Since February, platforms
must remove unlawful content
flagged by courts or the government
within three hours, down from 36,
or lose that protection.

Holding someone personally re-
sponsible normally requires proof
of “an active role and knowledge,”
said Akash Karmakar, a technol-
ogy law partner at Indian law firm
Panag & Babu. Meta has repeatedly
drawn the ire of Indian government
over content posted by its users, and
faced criticism that it does too little
to police hate speech and misinfor-
mation on Facebook and Instagram.

The case builds on a run of ten-
sions between Meta and Modi’s
government over content tied to
the prime minister. Modi has faced
a barrage of online criticism, jokes
and ridicule by protesters in recent
weeks.

India’s IT ministry summoned
Meta executives this week after
Facebook briefly restricted a Modi
post, with a top official saying the
government wanted the company
to explain the matter at the highest
level. A Meta spokesperson said at
the time that the post, which was
Modi’s first where he addressed the
massive student protests, had been
blocked inadvertently.

UK court rejects challenge
against new Chinese embassy

AFP
London

n English court yesterday threw out a
Achallenge against planning permission

for a Chinese “mega” embassy in central
London, but residents seeking to block the con-
tentious project vowed to fight on.

A campaign group of local residents and
businesses had taken their case to the High
Court, backed by opposition politicians and
Hong Kong pro-democracy activists, asking for
the government decision to be reexamined.

They argued the government had not listened
to their fears about the impact of the vast new
embassy next to the Tower of London, including
the heightened risk of a terror attack, of espio-
nage and the harassment of dissidents.

But after a hearing this month, two judges
yesterday dismissed the claims, saying the
housing minister had acted lawfully by granting
planning permission in January.

The judgement only considered whether the
government had acted lawfully, not the merits
of the planning decision.

The Royal Mint Court Residents Association
yesterday said it would apply for permission to
appeal, hoping its case would reach the UK Su-
preme Court. It said it had relaunched crowd-
funding efforts to fund legal costs.

“Beijing thinks this judgement is the fi-
nal word. It isn’t. The appeal is already in the
works,” Luke de Pulford, head of the Inter-Par-
liamentary Alliance on China, said in a state-
ment.

“If they expect us to roll over and allow our
own capital to become a CCP power centre, they
have completely misjudged the strength of op-
position to this mega embassy.”

Former Conservative opposition leader Ian
Duncan Smith, who has campaigned against the
embassy, said yesterday he would raise “China
policy” with new Prime Minister Andy Burn-
ham. He said Beijing had pressured Britain to
agree to the construction.

“The price we pay when we kowtow to China
is in human lives,” he said at a news conference
organised by the claimants.

Hong Kong pro-democracy activist Chloe
Cheung said the case was “not just about a build-
ing” but whether dissidents targeted by the Chi-
nese authorities “can truly feel safe in Britain”

Burnhamrolls out historic tax devolution

I T

British PM Andy Burnham has a photo taken during a visit to a family centre in Sheffield, South Yorkshire,
yesterday, for the launch of the biggest transfer of power from Westminster in a generation, which will
allow English mayors to keep a share of the taxes collected in their area, giving communities greater
control over the decisions that shape jobs, transport, housing and public services. (Reuters)
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Pedestrians pass the site of the former Royal Mint in London, a site favoured by the Chinese
authorities as a home for its new embassy. (AFP/File Photo)

Beijing bought the site of the historic former
Royal Mint, next to the Tower of London, in
2018 for areported $327mn.

It plans to relocate its embassy there, and
Boris Johnson, then foreign minister, granted
diplomatic consent.

The 20,000-square-metre (235,000-square-
foot) site is set to become the largest embassy
complex in the UK by area.

The plan has been delayed by fierce opposi-
tion from nearby residents, rights groups and
critics of China’s ruling Communist Party.

In January, Keir Starmer’s government finally
granted planning permission shortly before vis-
iting Beijing, prompting criticism from opposi-
tion politicians, rights groups and US President
Donald Trump.

The design for the embassy by David Chip-
perfield Architects involves restoring and par-
tially demolishing and extending existing the
historic buildings on the bank of the Thames.

The UK published planning documents
showing the embassy’s projected floor space
would exceed 50,000 square metres.

This would make it London’s largest embassy,

ahead of the new 12-storey US home around 5.1
kilometres (3.2 miles) to the southwest.

It would also make it the largest Chinese em-
bassy in Western Europe, and likely the largest
embassy of any country in the region, by floor
space.

The Daily Telegraph said it had obtained un-
redacted plans that showed Beijing planned to
construct a “concealed chamber” among 208
“secret rooms” underneath the embassy, which
would be close to sensitive underground com-
munications cables.

Yesterday’s judgement said that while plans
submitted to the UK authorities were redacted
and not all rooms were identified, there was “no
possible ambiguity as to the nature of the in-
tended use of the premises”.

Security minister Dan Jarvis told MPs in
January that any risks were being “appropri-
ately managed”. He quoted intelligence chiefs
as saying they had helped to develop a “range of
measures” to manage any risks.

Beijing would also consolidate its seven cur-
rent London sites into one, “bringing clear se-
curity advantages,” he said.

Sri Lanka sentences two ex-security
officials to death over Easter bombings

AFP
Colombo

Sri Lanka court sentenced
Atwo ex-security officials to

death yesterday for failing
to prevent the 2019 Easter Sun-
day bombings, which killed 279
people including 45 foreigners.

In a majority decision, a three-
judge bench ruled that former
police chief Pujith Jayasundara
and former defence ministry sec-
retary Hemasiri Fernando failed
in their duties to stop the deadly
attacks, blamed on a homegrown
Islamist extremist group.

Jayasundara, 66, and Fern-
ando, 76, can appeal against the
sentence in the Supreme Court,
but have been remanded to judi-
cial custody until granted bail.

Sri Lanka has not carried out
the death sentence since 1976,
maintaining an unofficial mora-

Several towns in Nepal under curfew after sectarian violence

Reuters
Kathmandu

Nepal remained under cur-

few yesterday as the region
grappled with lingering tensions
after days of sectarian violence that
erupted on Sunday and left at least
three people dead, authorities said.
Twenty-five people were in-
jured in a late-night clash on Sun-

S everal towns in southeastern

day between Hindus and Muslims
in Diwanganj, a town in Nepal’s
Sunsari district bordering India,
with officials saying the violence
was triggered by a dispute over
loud music and religious flags
during a Hindu event.

Two men were shot and killed
in Sunsari on Sunday and a third
death was reported in neighbour-
ing Siraha district on Thursday
as sporadic clashes continued in
the area. Police spokesperson Abi

Narayan Kafle said the incidents
were under investigation.

There was no violence yesterday,
police said, but an indefinite cur-
few was in place in several towns to
prevent any recurrence.

Nepal’'s Gen Z-backed Prime
Minister Balendra Shah urged peo-
ple on Thursday for calm and to
remove the “cloud of turbulence”
from the Himalayan nation.

“The government will conduct a
fair and impartial investigation into

torium on capital punishment.

There are at least 800 peo-
ple on death row, according to
government figures shared with
parliament in February, with sen-
tences usually commuted to life
imprisonment.

Yesterday’s judgement at the
special fast-track court came
after the state appealed against a
2022 decision that acquitted the
duo.

The court was told during the
proceedings that an Indian intelli-
gence agency had alerted Sri Lanka
on April 4, 2019 to a possible sui-
cide attack by extremists, but au-
thorities failed to take action.

The attacks on April 21 that
year targeted three churches and
three hotels.

More than 500 people were
wounded.

Fernando and Jayasundara

were arrested in 2019 and held in
custody for four months before

being released on bail. Under a
previous civil action, they had to
pay 125mn rupees (an estimated
$372,464) as damages to survi-
vors of the attack.

Prosecutors had earlier told the
high court that “negligence” by
the two top officials amounted to
“grave crimes against humanity”
and laid murder charges against
them.

Both men were eventually con-
victed of negligence leading to
the death of 279 people.

Jayasundara and Fernando
had testified to a parliamen-
tary inquiry that then-president
Maithripala Sirisena failed to fol-
low established protocols in as-
sessing national security threats
ahead of the bombings.

They also alleged that Sirisena
— who was also defence minister
as well as law and order minis-
ter at the time — did not take the
threats seriously.

the violence and punish those re-
sponsible for the trouble in a trans-
parent way,” Shah said in a rare, tel-
evised address to the nation.

The country’s Home Minister
Sudan Gurung met the families of
the two killed in Sunsari and agreed
to provide about $6,660 in relief to
each late on Thursday, the govern-
ment said in a statement. Gurung
was also expected to go to Siraha
yesterday and meet the family of
the third person who was killed.

Vol .‘
A woman injured during communal clashes is r
Siraha (Reuters)

ushed for medical care in
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Meta’s Al splurge lays bare its compute conundrum

eta can simultaneously fuel its own
M AT ambitions and rent out its scarce
computing capacity to bolster returns,

CEO Mark Zuckerberg signaled earlier this week.
The problem is: investors aren’t buying it. The
Instagram owner is splurging billions to build
compute — chips, servers, energy and data centers
that power AI — leaving it with free cash flow of
just $784mn in the second quarter to run and grow
its business. That collapse, of 91% from a year ago,
drove its stock down more than 9% on Thursday.

Pressed by analysts for details on Meta’s plans,
Zuckerberg framed compute as a scarce strategic
asset that the company should keep and build
around, rather than simply sell for short-term
profit. But he acknowledged that the company
had received a number of offers for its computing
capacity from businesses that wanted to deploy
their own Al plans “at a meaningful premium” over
what it invested to build that capacity.

That tension sits at the heart of Meta’s challenge
in diversifying its revenue stream. Renting out
compute could ease Meta’s cash-flow squeeze, but
would also divert scarce resources from its own
push to build Al models and services. Having built
its fortune selling ads on Facebook and Instagram,
the company is now trying to take on larger rivals
including Microsoft, Alphabet and Amazon that
have deep ties to enterprises, an early and lucrative
market for Al

Microsoft on Wednesday showed how its Al bets
were paying off even as its free cash flow fell 23%.
The Windows maker breezed past expectations for
growth in its Azure cloud unit and Copilot assistant
thanks to a huge base of corporate customers and its
early Al build-out, sending its stock up over 13%.

“We believe that there will continue to be a
significantly higher margin on selling intelligence
rather than selling compute directly, but we think
that there’s a big opportunity obviously to sell

A new immunotherapy helped many patients with
an aggressive form of bladder cancer avoid surgical
removal of their bladders in a late-stage trial. The
treatment kept many patients cancer-free for more
than two years and caused mostly mild side effects,
according to a report of the study in ‘The Lancet
Oncology’.

The 115 patients in the study had high-risk bladder
cancer that had returned despite standard treatment
with bacillus Calmette-Guérin. Instead of surgery to
remove the bladder — the usual next step — patients
received cretostimogene grenadenorepvec, being
developed by CG Oncology. Two years later, 81% of
patients had not needed surgery to remove their
bladder, the researchers found.

The treatment produced a complete response,
meaning no detectable signs of cancer, in 75% of

the patients, with roughly 60% of those complete
responses lasting beyond two years, the researchers
said. “Avoiding bladder removal can have a profound
impact on daily living. Seeing patients remain cancer-
free for years while keeping their bladder is exactly the
outcome we’ve been hoping to achieve,” study leader

said in a statement. In one patient, the cancer has not
returned for more than four years after completing

Dr Mark Tyson of the Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale, Arizona,

Experimental drug helps advanced cancer
patients avoid bladder removal surgery

treatment. “For patients, this isn’t just about treating
cancer. It's about preserving quality of life,” Tyson said.

Patch for Parkinson’s

A fingertip patch that continuously tracks Parkinson’s
disease medication levels through chemicals in sweat
has the potential to greatly improve patients’ quality
of life, new data suggest. Prescribing the right dose of
levodopa — the gold-standard drug for managing the
loss of motor control caused by Parkinson’s disease —
is very challenging. Too little leaves patients unable to
move, while too much triggers severe, uncontrollable
jerking movements.

Doctors currently rely on patients’ diaries to adjust
their doses, but the approach is imprecise.

As reported by the research team in ‘PNAS’ journal, the
fingertip has a high density of sweat glands, and the
patch contains an absorbent gel that acts like a sweat
sponge to draw sweat out of the pores.

When levodopa in the patient’s sweat comes into
contact with enzymes embedded in the patch, it
triggers a chemical reaction, which in turn generates
a small, measurable voltage. The voltage serves as
an indicator of the patient’s levodopa level: lower
voltage signals low levels, while higher voltage
signals high levels. — Reuters

By Mircely Guanipa, Tibisay
Romero and Deisy Buitrago
Punto Fijo/ El Palito

he Paraguana Refining
Center in Western
Venezuela once
symbolized the country’s

compute as well,” he said, as he painted a picture of
what Meta hopes to build with its AI spending spree.

Zuckerberg argued that AI-powered personal
assistants could become a mass-market product
used by billions of consumers, while business agents
could eventually help companies handle customer
service, sales and marketing. But beyond broad
references to subscriptions and enterprise services,
he offered few specifics on how those businesses
would justify Meta’s massive Al spending.

Responding to a question from J P Morgan analyst
Doug Anmuth, who noted that Meta was also
purchasing capacity from third parties while selling
compute, Zuckerberg said Meta was intentionally
investing ahead of demand.

“There is a lead time where we’re investing in
building out these data centers now. They come
online at some point in the future. You obviously
are not getting value out of them until they’re
online,” he said.

“Meta is spending like a hyperscaler without a
hyperscaler’s business model,” said Josh Gilbert,
online investing platform eToro’s lead APAC
analyst, referring to large cloud companies.
“Microsoft, Alphabet and Amazon can point their
data centre dollars at cloud businesses that sell
compute straight back out the door, but Meta
doesn’t have the same outlet, so every dollar of
build-out leans on the ads business.”

Meta’s massive Al spending push has unnerved
some investors, who are drawing parallels to the
company'’s costly pivot to the metaverse — a bet that
racked up tens of billions of dollars in losses without
becoming a large revenue generator.

Its free cash flow slump in the April-June
quarter was the steepest since late 2022, when the
metaverse bet attracted similar investor scrutiny.
Still, Meta raised the low end of its capital spending
forecast by $5bn, lifting the range to between
$130bn and $145bn. — Reuters

Cooling station

People walk in an old air-raid shelter being used as a cooling station after an orange alert for high
temperatures was issued in Hangzhou, Zhejiang province, China, yesterday. (Reuters)
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“Ugly and rusty,” Venezuela’s refineries
are relics that will be difficult to revive

oil wealth and its ambition to

turn vast crude reserves into fuels
and export revenue. Today, the
955,000-barrel-per-day complex
in Falcon state runs at a fraction
of capacity, a decline decades in
the making and unrelated to the
strong earthquakes that struck
Venezuela last month.

In the months before the
quakes, Reuters visited the area
surrounding the Amuay and
Cardon refineries that make up
the Paraguana complex, along
with one of Venezuela’s other two
active refineries, and interviewed
four dozen workers, contractors,
residents and experts. One worker
at the 645,000-barrel-per-
day (bpd) Amuay refinery said
everything looks “ugly and rusty”
Open-air waste pits are nearly full.
Residue seeps across pipelines and
valve stations. Workers say years
of underinvestment, equipment

He said any major investments
in refining would now likely be
pushed into 2027 and beyond
as the government focuses on
oil production. Fully restoring
refining capacity would require
at least $20bn, Felizzola said,
an estimate echoed by other
industry experts Reuters
interviewed.

Some US and multinational
oil companies have expressed
interest in Venezuela this year
after the US ousted socialist
President Nicolas Maduro in
a January 3 raid. But they have
little incentive to rehabilitate
local refineries when the US has
its own refineries able to process
Venezuela’s challenging heavy
sour crude grades.

That leaves the government of
interim President Delcy Rodriguez
with little hope of raising money
to restore refineries from foreign

oil companies or the refineries
themselves, which provide fuel
for the domestic market at well
below operating cost due to
longstanding policies deepened
by socialist governments.

Conditions on the ground are
dire. At the Amuay refinery, for
example, a flexicoking unit that
once turned heavy, low-value
residue into better-quality low-
sulfur fuel is idled and blackened,
according to workers there and a
recently retired engineer.

The engineer said the plant had
been stripped for parts and was
unsalvageable. “If we needed a
pump, we looked for it there; if we
needed a pipe or an instrument,
we looked there,” he said.

Large oil companies remain
wary of investing even in the
more attractive sectors, such as
crude and natural gas production.
Exxon Mobil and ConocoPhillips

failures and shortages have left
Paraguana struggling to produce
the fuel Venezuelans need.

The reporting revealed
festering decay and little ongoing
maintenance at all three facilities,
underscoring the monumental
challenges Venezuela faces in
restoring its oil infrastructure to
the benefit of its citizens, even as
President Donald Trump promises
$100bn in investments by foreign
oil companies.

Venezuela’s refineries are at
once among its most dilapidated
assets and the most critical to
Venezuelan consumers. Yet
these refineries are among
the least likely to see foreign
investment any time soon,
industry executives and analysts
told Reuters. Recovery from the
two earthquakes, which killed
more than 5,000 people and
caused widespread destruction,
has further complicated the
refineries’ outlook, said Oswaldo
Felizzola, a Venezuelan energy
analyst. “Right now, the priority
clearly seems to be rebuilding and
dealing with all the devastation
the earthquakes caused across the
country,” he said.
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both left Venezuela in 2007 after
then-president Hugo Chavez
expropriated their projects there.

Many foreign oil companies
have signed memoranda of
understanding related to
exploration and production
projects, but negotiations
with the government for the
final contracts are progressing
slowly after a reform of energy
legislation. Asked about
Venezuela’s refineries, a White
House spokesperson said the US
is not involved in rebuilding them
and noted that Venezuela’s oil
exports recently hit a seven-year
high.

Legislation approved last
month, building on the country’s
recently reformed hydrocarbons
law, created a licensing system
allowing private companies to
operate refineries - - until now
the sole domain of state-run
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PDVSA -- and sell the fuel they
produce. But analysts said the
model is not attractive enough to
investors, in part because it also
imposes a new tax of up to 5% on
refiners’ gross income.

Despite sitting on some of the
world’s biggest crude reserves,
PDVSA has struggled over the last
decade to produce enough fuel
to meet domestic demand now
standing at some 250,000 bpd.
The Paraguana complex has had
no major repairs this year, refinery
workers and contractors said,
after China’s Jiazhan Shaelion
reduced its operations there. The
company, one of PDVSA’s main
refining contractors, is finishing
one pending project but has
not been able to agree on a new
contract with PDVSA, a Jiazhan
employee said.

As it extended US licenses this
year to foreign firms aiming to
expand or return to Venezuela,
the Trump administration
excluded companies from nations
it considers adversaries, including
Russia, China, Iran, North Korea
and Cuba. Officials from PDVSA,
the Venezuelan government and
Jiazhan Shaelion’s Venezuela
offices did not respond to
comment requests.

At PDVSA’s smaller refineries,
the 187,000-bpd Puerto La Cruz
and the 146,000-bpd El Palito,
local contractors have since last
year repeatedly repaired a poorly
operating catalytic cracker and
power supply to the facilities, five
separate employees there said.
The last major repair at El Palito
was executed through early 2024
by Iranian state firms.

Later work to secure enough
power for the refinery to operate
independently from the grid
proved not enough to withstand
an emergency when the quakes
hit in June. A key power
transmission line to the refinery
failed, triggering its shutdown
for about two weeks. The refinery
restarted in mid-July, but will
be halted for major maintenance
in the coming weeks, including

post-quake inspections.

Some smaller repair projects
had previously allowed El Palito
and Amuay refineries to recover
about 20,000 bpd of processing
capacity each, PDVSA Refining
Vice President Jovanny Martinez
said at an April conference.

The refining problems stand in
contrast to crude-output gains.
Since January, US control of

oil sales proceeds has allowed
crude production to bounce
and exports to rise to about

1.2 million bpd from less than
800,000 bpd.

But there has been little focus
onrefining.

“In the current political
environment, the US
administration is going to be
interested in seeing that oil
exported,’ said Eric Smith,
associate director of Tulane
University’s Energy Institute. Only
when Venezuela becomes “stable
and creditworthy” will larger
projects get attention, including
refinery upgrades, he said.

US Energy Secretary Chris
Wright, speaking to reporters
in June, touted the ability of US
refineries to process Venezuelan
crude. “A large amount of that
Venezuelan oil is floating into US
refineries,” he said. “When these
refineries were built, Venezuela
was the largest exporter of crude
in the world. Our refineries are
tuned to use that Venezuelan oil”

One major obstacle to
refinery repairs: cheap gasoline.
Venezuela’s state-owned
refineries supply state-controlled
gas stations at prices set by its
socialist government, resulting
in some of the lowest gasoline
prices on earth.

Revenue from domestic fuel
sales could provide a lifeline for
Rodriguez’s government, but only
if she takes the unpopular step of
raising prices. That is unlikely to
happen anytime soon, with social
tensions already at a boiling point
because of what many feel was
an inadequate response to the
quakes. — Reuters
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Wildfires ease near Madrid,
Bordeaux bringing respite

Reuters
Bordeaux, France, Athens/Madrid

rance and Spain won some
Frespite from days of devas-

tating wildfires yesterday
as huge blazes near Bordeaux
and Madrid were brought under
control, although fires continued
to burn in Greece and western
Spain.

Europe has been ravaged by
wildfires this summer after suc-
cessive record-breaking heat-
waves, leaving vast stretches
of drought-parched vegetation
primed to burn, and forcing hun-
dreds of thousands of people to
flee their homes. In southwestern
France, authorities began allow-
ing people home after declaring
that a major wildfire, which had
burned for more than a week, was
contained.

Evacuation orders were lifted in
12 districts west and south-west
of Bordeaux, allowing 144,000
of more than 220,000 displaced
people to go home, Gironde pre-
fect Sophie Brocas said in a state-
ment.

Europe is the world’s fastest-
warming continent, with recent
scientific studies confirming that
human-caused climate change
has created the hot and dry con-
ditions experienced across the
continent in recent months,
leaving no respite for emergency
crews. Europe’s average temper-
ature yesterday was forecast to be
24.9°C, +3.3°C above what was
typical from 1961-1990, making
it the continent furthest from its
historic norm.

The plumes of smoke and ash
pumped into the atmosphere in
recent weeks have exposed mil-
lions of people to health-dam-
aging air pollution. Scientists
have said they are particularly
concerned about emissions of
fine particulate matter, known as
PM2.5, which is associated with
cardiovascular diseases, lung
cancer and respiratory problems.

On the Greek island of Crete,
crews were still tackling persist-
ent hot spots along a 15-km-long
front and guarding against fresh
outbreaks. A fire that broke out
in central Crete on Wednesday
forced the evacuation of hundreds
of tourists and locals, including

Firefighters stand by a fire engine, while taking part in a tactical fire in Lege-Cap-Ferret, Gironde
department, France yesterday. (Reuters)

A desfroyed béch car following a wiIfir

by boat from coastal communi-
ties. “We are fighting a huge bat-
tle to contain the blaze and hope
to bring it under control by the
end of the day,” said Giorgos Tsa-
pakos, deputy regional governor
of Civil Protection of Crete.

Strong winds forecast until to-
day evening with gusts of up to 115
kph were making the firefighters’
job more difficult, he said.

The International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies based in Geneva esti-

Explosion at coal mine kills
34 in southern Pakistan

blast at a coal mine killed at
Aleast 34 workers in south-

ern Pakistan, the provincial
disaster agency said yesterday, as
rescuers searched for more miss-
ing miners.

The explosion, suspected to
be caused by methane gas, tore
through the mine near the capital
of the resource-rich province of
Balochistan on Thursday, spark-
ing a rescue operation that ran
through the night.

“According to information re-
ceived from the deployed teams,
34... bodies have been recovered,”
southern Balochistan’s provincial

disaster management author-
ity said in a statement in the early
hours yesterday.

“The joint rescue operation is
still underway to locate and recov-
er the remaining trapped miners,’
it added, without specifying how
many were in the mine when the

explosion took place.

Witnesses said that after hear-
ing the blast, an unknown number
of miners in the area rushed to try
to reach workers inside.

“Other miners descended into
the mine after the explosion for
a rescue operation, but they also
died,” Ahmed Zada, a mine worker
at the site, told AFP.

Relatives, rescuers, and min-
ers gathered at the mine entrance
in Sorange, around 50 kilometres
from the provincial capital Quetta,
as the rescue operations were car-
ried out.

Rescuers and workers, some
wearing hard hats but most in eve-
ryday attire, helped carry bodies
out of the concrete tunnel, some
covered in black soot.

They ferried them on stretchers
to waiting vehicles and ambulanc-
es near the entrance to the mine.
(AFP)

mated 2,000 tourists were evacu-
ated from fires on Crete and said
homes, farmland, olive groves
and livestock had been destroyed.

Spain lifted its national emer-
gency in Avila, central Spain, and
Madrid on Thursday, returning
control to regional authorities as
conditions improved.

Fire crews remained on alert for
flare-ups yesterday, while nearly
1,000 residents of seven develop-
ments in Pelayos de la Presa and
San Martin de Valdeiglesias in the

eat the.village of Agios Pavlos in the Greek island of Crete. (AFP)

capital region were still unable to
return home.

Further east, a fire at La Vall
d’Uixo in Castellon province re-
mained active but had not spread
for 48 hours. Some 7,000 resi-
dents are still displaced, although
about 1,000 have returned home.

Strong winds hampered fire-
fighters in Zamora’s Arribes del
Duero Natural Park near the Por-
tuguese border. Fourteen villages
were evacuated and two others
told to remain indoors.

Magyar warns low Danube
levels could keep nuclear
plant shut for weeks

Reuters
Budapest

ungary’s Paks nuclear
Hpower plant, which gener-

ates nearly half the coun-
try’s electricity, could be shut for
weeks because water levels on the
Danube river are expected to stay
too low for it to operate safely,
Prime Minister Peter Magyar said
yesterday.

The shutdown threatens to in-
crease Hungary’s reliance on pow-
er imports during a heatwave that
is expected to boost peak evening
electricity demand by 20%,
prompting the government to ask
major industrial users to curb con-
sumption.

Paks’ four Russian-made reac-
tors are operating at less than 50%
of their combined 2 gigawatts ca-
pacity and are expected to be shut
down completely on Monday for
the first time in 44 years as Dan-
ube water levels are forecast to fall
further.

Water from the Danube is used
to cool the facility.

The reactors can be restarted
once water levels recover suf-
ficiently for safe operation, “but
this is not expected to happen in
the next weeks,” Magyar said dur-
ing a briefing at energy company
MOL’s Danube refinery in Sza-
zhalombatta.

Magyar said on Thursday that
Hungary could meet its energy
needs through imports. However,
the combination of lower domes-
tic generation and higher demand
could create a critical situation for
the power system.

To ease pressure on the power

grid, Magyar reiterated his ap-
peal to major industry companies,
including carmakers and battery
manufacturers, to reduce electric-
ity and water consumption.

“I turn to the big companies
with the message that we are still
looking forward to receiving their
plans for voluntary shutdowns,’
Magyar said.

He also said his party would
ask parliament to postpone ses-
sions scheduled for Monday and
Tuesday to conserve energy. All
state-run institutions will switch
off decorative lighting by Monday
at the latest.

Zsolt Hernadi said yesterday
that the company was shutting
down some facilities across the
country to save energy. Magyar
said that MOL, one of Hungary’s
biggest electricity consumers, was
cutting its usage by 40%.

Samsung SDI said in an emailed
statement that its battery plant in
God, north of Budapest, was cut-
ting water consumption by 50%
and reducing electricity use by
10% during critical evening hours.

In neighbouring Romania, low
water levels forced nuclear power
producer Nuclearelectrica to shut
down one of its reactors.

European Commission spokes-
person Anna-Kaisa Itkonen told
Reuters the Commission was
closely monitoring the electric-
ity supply situation in Romania,
Hungary and the wider southeast
European region.

There is no immediate security-
of-supply concern and the Com-
mission is ready to convene an
ad hoc meeting of the European
Union’s Electricity Coordination
Group if needed, she said.

Italy temporarily suspends Schengen
agreement with Spain after Ceuta crisis

Italy has suspended its Schengen agreement with Spain, following
the influx of migrants into the latter’s Ceuta enclave in northern
Morocco, Italy’s Foreign Minister Antonio Tajani said yesterday.
“The temporary suspension of Schengen with Spain is a necessary
decision to protect the security of our citizens and defend Europe’s
borders,” Tajani wrote on X. Italy’s interior ministry confirmed that
Italy had closed to Spain its maritime and air entry points for a month
starting today but cautioned it would not impact travel for Spanish
and European citizens to Italy. A spokesman also said that following
discussions with France, the two countries would reinforce land
border controls that are already in place.

On Thursday, Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni called for Spain
to be suspended from the Schengen area, describing the images
from Ceuta showing thousands of arriving migrants as “shocking”.
Tajani yesterday said EU countries must “work together to prevent
uncontrolled flows of migrants from entering EU territory...” (AFP)

Four bodies of climbers found after avalanche: Police

earch teams in Pakistan
Sfound four bodies after an

avalanche on one of the
world’s highest mountains, with
six people still missing from an
expedition led by renowned Brit-
ish-Nepali climber Nirmal Purja,
police said yesterday.

A spokesperson for police in
the mountainous Gilgit-Baltistan
region said search-and-rescue
teams had reached the loca-
tion the avalanche had struck
on Thursday, cutting off contact
with the international expedition
that had been in the area.

Four bodies have been recov-
ered, the police spokesperson said
in a statement on Facebook, later
adding that the two of them, of
a Nepali climber and an Omani,
were being transported to Skardu
city on board a military helicop-
ter. The statement did not name
the two climbers.

It added that the search op-
eration ended for the day and will
resume today.

The Alpine Club of Pakistan
said the expedition comprised 10
people — including five Nepalese,
a Pakistani, an Omani, an Ameri-
can, and a climber from China.
Police did not mention an Ameri-
can citizen and said two British
nationals — a man and a woman
— were in the missing team.

The club said late on Thurs-
day it had “received deeply con-
cerning reports of an avalanche
that struck a team of climbers on
Broad Peak (8,047m)".

“The entire team has report-
edly been out of communication
since the avalanche,” it said.

Purja, 43, who served with Brit -
ain’s Brigade of Gurkhas before
joining the Special Boat Squadron
of the Royal Marines, has broken
multiple climbing records since

becoming a full-time mountain-
eer and tour guide.

He climbed all 14 “eight-thou-
sanders” (peaks above 8,000 me-
tres, or 26,000 feet) in six months
and six days between April and
October 2019 — then arecord.

In 2021, Purja completed the
first winter ascent of K2 along
with a team of nine other Nepali
climbers.

China’s foreign ministry
spokeswoman Mao Ning said
they were “urgently working to
verify and understand the situa-
tion” and said Beijing was willing
to provide assistance to Pakistan.

Rescuers equipped with geolo-
cation devices have been sent to
search for the missing climbers,
the Alpine Club said.

“Through Global Position-
ing System (GPS), we have al-
ready traced the locations of four
climbers,” Ayaz Shigri, general

secretary of the Alpine Club, told
AFP in the mountainous northern
city of Skardu.

“For now, we can’t say any-
thing about what exactly has hap-
pened,” he said.

Military helicopters were re-
inforcing efforts on the ground
to find the climbers and boost
the operation in the challenging
high-altitude environment, ac-
cording to the club.

Purja had written on X this
week that he was close to becom-
ing the first person to climb all 14
“super peaks” twice without oxy-
gen.

“Broad Peak, I ask for noth-
ing but safe passage up and back
down,” he wrote.

“I take zero mountains for
granted. Not one. The moment
my foot leaves basecamp, it’s
100%. Always has been. Always
will be. (AFP)

A rumour, a rush: Chaos erupts at Morocco border with Spain’s Ceuta

AFP
Fnideg, Morocco

hen Fatima Zahra heard
the rumour of a rare
border opening between

Morocco and Spain, she joined
thousands in rushing to attempt a
perilous journey into the Ceuta en-
clave by land or sea.

AFP images showed people
swimming around Ceuta’s frontier
fence and others clambering over
barbed wire to reach European soil,
as Moroccan riot police fired tear
gas and water cannons at crowds
after an apparent breakdown of
border controls.

An AFP journalist on the scene
witnessed the arrest of around 30
young people.

Ceuta, a Spanish territory of 18.5
square kilometres in north Africa,
and the similar enclave Melilla,
have Europe’s only two land bor-
ders with its southern neighbour-
ing continent.

Zahra was eventually turned
away at the Moroccan border town

of Fnideq, but Ceuta’s regional
president said some 60,000 people
had successfully entered the tiny
territory of just 80,000 residents.

“I was in Tangier, where I was
working. I woke up in the morning
and heard that Ceuta had opened,’
Zahra told AFP.

“At that point, I told the people
with me let’s go there for work...
let’s try our luck too,” she added,
saying she wanted to leave for Eu-
rope because she works “under ap-
palling conditions”.

The square near Fnideq from
which many had set out the day
before was a scene of ruin on yes-
terday after the clashes, with more
than a dozen cars burned out and
rocks littering the ground as offic-
ers tried to push hopeful migrants
back.

Ceuta’s regional president said
at least 34 people had lost their
lives in the treacherous dash into
the territory.

Footage of the border chaos has
sparked a crisis for Spain’s left-
wing government.

Madrid has sent troops to boost

ey oA s

Moroccan security forces clash with migirants attempting t¥c; cross into
Ceuta near Fnideq, on the Morocco-Spain border, yesterday. (AFP)

security, while France announced
tighter checks on its border with
Spain and Italy called for the coun-
try to be suspended from Europe’s
open-borders Schengen zone.

But for locals, the chance of a
better life in Europe was worth the
risk, even in the perilous currents
of the Strait of Gibraltar.

Karim, another would-be mi-
grant turned back, said news of
some successful crossings em-
boldened many to make their own
attempt.

“Suddenly they heard that the
borders were open and that some
young people had crossed, so eve-
ryone ended up here,” he said.

Spanish Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez visited the enclave yes-
terday after the largest inflow of
people into the autonomous city
since May 2021. He said he would
“characterise what happened... as
an attack, a violation on Spain’s
territorial integrity”.

The images of ebullient arrivals
to Spain, a portion of them minors
and some wearing only swimsuits
and flip-flops, have spread far and
wide, threatening a rupture inrela-
tions with Rabat.

While Spanish police in Ceuta
appeared to do little to intervene,
some jubilant migrants walked
through its streets, calling out:
“Bye bye Morocco, hello Spain”
Local Spanish television station
El Faro broadcast footage showing
young people, including a 14-year-
old girl, making the “V” for victory
sign after crossing into the Euro-
pean nation.

At dawn, the Moroccan police
response became heavier as dozens
of officers used water cannons and
tear gas to push back those trying
to leave Morocco, with some elder-

ly women escorted from the scene
of the clashes.

Members of the crowd respond-
ed by throwing stones and using
slingshots, according to an AFP
journalist.

Fires engulfed dozens of cars,
including informal taxis in which
some had arrived the previous day.

By the afternoon, the clashes
had stopped and trucks were clear-
ing away the burnt vehicles. AFP
footage showed dozens of young
people turned back from Ceuta
scattering into the countryside.

Some had made long journeys
from cities as far away as Marra-
kesh and Kenitra after hearing of a
chance to reach European soil.

Abdelhakim, also turned back
from the Spanish territory, said he
walked 14 kilometres “through the
mountains” to reach the Morocco-
Spain border, which he also be-
lieved was open.

“Once we got here, we were
told to cross by sea. I found myself
completely submerged and saw
two men die right before my eyes,’
he said.
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Dates festival highlights

growing appetite for
homegrown produce

By Joey Aguilar
Doha

he 11th Local Dates Festival

I at Souq Wagqif continues

to attract large numbers of

residents, with shoppers flocking

to the venue to buy freshly har-

vested Qatari dates directly from
local farms.

This trend, it is learnt, high-
lights a sustained public interest
in homegrown produce and sup-
port for the country’s agricultural
sector.

Running until August 10 at Souq
Wagif’s Eastern Square, the festi-
val has become a busy market-
place where visitors browse a wide
selection of locally grown dates,
compare varieties and prices, and
purchase directly from growers.

The event, organised by the
Ministry of Municipality in
co-operation with Souq Wagqif
Management, brings together
125 local farms - the largest par-
ticipation since the festival was
launched in 2016 - offering va-
rieties such as Khalas, Khunaizi,
Shishi and Barhi, along with sea-
sonal Qatari fruits including figs,

papaya, limes and almonds.

Since its launch on July 25,
the festival has seen busy aisles,
shoppers examining neatly pack-
aged dates, and families explor-
ing traditional displays decorated
with palm fronds and fresh date
clusters, highlighting its appeal as
both a marketplace and a cultural
attraction.

According to the Ministry of
Municipality, the festival forms
part of ongoing efforts to sup-
port local farmers, promote Qa-
tari agricultural products and
encourage consumers to pur-

chase locally grown dates.

It also provides producers with
an opportunity to market their
harvest directly to consumers,
improving returns while strength-
ening links between farms and the
public.

The festival comes as Qatar
continues to strengthen domestic
agricultural production. The Min-
istry of Municipality said national
date production reached approxi-
mately 24,000 tonnes in 2025,
supported by technical assistance,
pest-control programmes, im-
proved irrigation technologies and
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The 11th Local Dates Festival at Souq Waqif’s Eastern Square, running until Aug

ust 10, showcases a wide variety

of locally grown dates and seasonal fruits, supporting local agriculture and promoting homegrown produce.
PICTURES: Shaji Kayamkulam

initiatives aimed at enhancing the
quality and productivity of date
palm cultivation.

Dates remain one of Qatar’s
strategic agricultural crops and
an important component of the
country’s food security strategy.

The ministry added that Qatari
dates are promoted through local
agricultural markets, retail outlets
and annual events such as the Lo-
cal Dates Festival, allowing farm-
ers to showcase and sell their pro-
duce at competitive prices while

increasing consumer awareness of
local products.

The festival’s popularity mir-
rors the steady expansion of Qa-
tar’s agricultural sector.

From just 19 participating farms
in its inaugural edition in 2016,
the event has grown to 125 farms
this year, reflecting increasing in-
vestment in local agriculture and
greater confidence among pro-
ducers in the annual festival as a
marketing platform.

Previous editions have also

demonstrated strong public sup-
port.

The 10th Local Dates Festival
attracted more than 90,600 visi-
tors and recorded sales exceeding
170 tonnes of dates, underscoring
the event’s growing role in pro-
moting sustainable consumption,
preserving agricultural heritage
and supporting Qatar’s food secu-
rity objectives.

By Joey Aguilar
Doha

Collectable toys and pop culture
merchandise are no longer niche
hobbies but a rapidly expanding

the GCC, according to recent
market reports.

This was propelled by rising
disposable incomes, a growing
culture of fandom, and strong
demand for licensed, limited-

reports said.

The trend is reflected at this
year’s Qatar Toy Festival, where
premium figurines inspired by
Disney classics, Pokémon, Super

retail segment in Qatar and across

edition and designer collectables,

" Adult collectors help drive Qatar’s growing collectables market )

Mario, anime and designer art toys
have taken centre stage alongside
traditional toys, highlighting a shift
in consumer preferences from
children’s playthings to display-
worthy collectables.
A recent Qatar Collectibles
Market Outlook (2025-2031)
identifies toys and action
figures among the country’s key
collectable categories, citing
increasing interest in rare and
unique items, higher disposable
incomes and the growing
popularity of exhibitions and
events dedicated to collectables.
The report (6Wresearch) also
points to expanding online
trading platforms and increasing
consumer willingness to invest in
alternative collectable assets.
The broader regional outlook tells
a similar story. According to the
GCC Collectibles Market Report
(2025-2030), the Gulf collectables
market is valued at approximately
$1.3bn, supported by rising
household incomes, demand for
unique products and the rapid
expansion of e-commerce and
online marketplaces.
The report (by Research and
Markets) notes that consumers
are increasingly purchasing
collectables for both emotional
value and potential long-term
appreciation, with toys, action
figures, art and memorabilia
among the categories
contributing to market growth.
Another study, the GCC Pop
Culture Merchandise and
Collectibles Retail Market
Report (2025-2030), estimates
the regional market at $1.2bn,
attributing its growth to the
rising popularity of movies,
video games, anime and other
entertainment franchises that
continue to shape consumer
spending across the Gulf.

\ Industry analysts say licensed

From anime and superheroes to Disney classics and video game
icons, premium collectables on display at the Qatar Toy Festival
highlight the growing appeal of hobby collecting in Qatar.
PICTURES: Shaji Kayamkulam

a global shift towards lifestyle and
hobby collecting.

The reports (Research and
Markets) also point to digital
platforms as an important catalyst
for growth, allowing collectors
easier access to rare releases,
limited editions and international
brands while helping create online
communities where enthusiasts
can buy, sell and exchange
collectables.

The momentum is expected

to continue over the next

several years as Gulf consumers
increasingly seek products that
combine entertainment, nostalgia

intellectual property has become
a major driver of the sector, with
globally recognised characters
from Disney, Pokémon and
gaming franchises attracting
collectors well beyond the
traditional children’s market.

The displays at the Qatar Toy
Festival illustrate that evolution,
featuring premium statues and
limited-edition figurines inspired
by Disney princesses, Winnie

the Pooh, Alice in Wonderland,
Pokémon and contemporary
designer vinyl art toys. Many of
the collectables are intended for
display rather than play, reflecting

and exclusivity.

For Qatar, the outlook
(6Wresearch) suggests that
growing interest in collectables,
together with specialised

exhibitions and expanding retail
offerings, could further strengthen
the country’s position within the
region’s evolving pop culture and
collectables market.
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