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261 
Chinese and Vietnamese nationals have been detained 
in Sri Lanka’s cyberscam crackdown, police said
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Truce spurned, Ukraine 
ramps up attacks on Russia
MOSCOW

RUSSIAN air defenses shot down 347 
Ukrainian drones overnight, Russia’s 
Defense Ministry said on Thursday, in 
what appeared to be a major attack after 
Moscow spurned Kyiv’s ceasefire earlier 
in the week and tension mounted over 
safety at Russia’s upcoming Victory Day 
celebrations.

Incoming drones were destroyed over 
20 Russian regions, including Moscow, 
according to the Defense Ministry, in 
Ukraine’s second-biggest aerial attack 
since Russia’s all-out invasion more 
than four years ago. The largest was last 
March when it launched 389 drones. 
Dozens more Ukrainian drones were 
launched during daylight hours Thurs-
day, the ministry said, including some 
heading again toward Moscow. Nearly 
100 flights in and out of  the Russian cap-
ital’s three main airports — Shereme-
tyevo, Domodedovo and Vnukovo — 
were delayed or canceled by midday, the 
Moskva news agency reported.

The attacks came ahead of  Russia’s 
most important secular holiday, Victory 
Day, which marks the anniversary of  the 
defeat of  Nazi Germany in World War II. 
Russian authorities have declared a uni-
lateral ceasefire in Ukraine for Friday 
and Saturday. Ukraine had responded to 

that with its own suspension of  hostili-
ties from midnight Tuesday. But Ukrain-
ian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy said 
Moscow disregarded the goodwill ges-
ture and launched fresh attacks. “Russia 
has not stopped any type of  its military 
activity. Unfortunately, it has not 
stopped. Ukraine will act symmetrical-
ly,” Zelenskyy said in his regular evening 
video address on Wednesday.

He said on Thursday on X that Russia’s 
attacks have been ceaseless, with drones, 
missiles, artillery shelling and glide 
bombs hitting civilian areas of  Ukraine, 
including the power grid and rail net-
work. AP

CHINA STRESSES TAIWAN LINE 
AHEAD OF TRUMP-XI SUMMIT
BEIJING: China again signaled that Taiwan would 
be a priority topic ahead of a highly anticipated 
summit between Donald Trump and Chinese 
President Xi Jinping next week, saying that US 
must adhere to the “one China principle” for a 
stable relationship with Beijing. China’s top 
diplomat Wang Yi said he hopes the US would 
make the “right choices” relating to the self-ruled 
island when he spoke with US Secretary of State 
Marco Rubio. China claims Taiwan as its own 
territory and has not excluded the use of force to 
take it. Beijing has been ramping up its military 
pressure by sending warplanes and naval vessels 
around the island almost daily.   AP

LONDON

BRITISH voters cast ballots Thursday 
in local and regional elections that could 
shake up the country’s politics and de-
liver a heavy blow to embattled Prime 
Minister Keir Starmer.

Starmer’s center-left Labour Party is 
bracing for big losses in polls that will 
choose about 5,000 local councilors and 
a handful of  mayors across England, as 
well as semiautonomous parliaments in 
Scotland and Wales. They are the big-
gest set of  elections since Labour swept 
to power in a landslide in July 2024, and 
Starmer’s opponents have painted them 
as a midterm referendum on the prime 
minister. Polls will close at 10 pm (2100 
GMT), and some local authorities will 
count ballots overnight, but the bulk of  
the results are likely to be declared on 
Friday afternoon.

A rout could trigger moves by restive 
Labour lawmakers to oust a leader who 
led them to power less than two years 
ago. Even if  Starmer survives for now, 
many analysts doubt he will lead the 
party into the next national election, 
which must be held by 2029.Starmer’s 
popularity has plunged after repeated 
missteps since he became prime minis-
ter in July 2024. His government has 
struggled to deliver promised economic 
growth, repair tattered public services 
and ease the cost of  living. AP

British local elections could 
deepen PM Starmer’s troubles

Spain summons Israel 
envoy over detention
MADRID: Spain summoned Israel’s 
top envoy to protest the continued 
detention of Spanish activist Saif 
Abu Keshek, arrested after Israeli 
forces intercepted a Gaza-bound 
aid flotilla. Madrid called the 
detention “unacceptable and 
intolerable”. The row deepened as 
Spain honoured UN rapporteur 
Francesca Albanese over Gaza 
rights violations.

E X P R E S S  R E A D

BEIJING

A Chinese military court hand-
ed suspended death sentences 
to two former defence minis-
ters for corruption on Thurs-
day, state media said, in Presi-
dent Xi Jinping’s latest push to 
root out graft. They are the 
harshest sentences that Beijing 
has meted out on high-ranking 
military officials as part of  Xi’s 
sweeping anti-corruption 
purge since coming to power in 
2012.

The sentences against Wei 
Fenghe, 72, and Li Shangfu, 68, 
will be “commuted to life im-
prisonment” after a two-year 
reprieve, the Xinhua state news 
agency reported.

The ex-ministers, who served 
between 2018 and 2023, were 
also former members of  Chi-
na’s powerful Central Military 
Commission (CMC), which 
oversees the military and is 
headed by Xi.

They also appeared regularly 
on television along with other 
officials. Wei was convicted of  
accepting bribes and Li was 
convicted of  accepting and of-
fering bribes, Xinhua said.

The pair were also stripped 
of  their political rights for life 
as well as their personal prop-
erty. Adam Ni, editor of  China 
Neican, a newsletter on Chi-
nese current affairs, said the 
ruling against Wei and Li was 
“pretty extraordinary”.

“A death sentence with a two-
year reprieve is actually the 
strongest punishment China 
gives to its high level leaders 
nowadays,” he told AFP. “It’s a 
loud message from Xi.” 

Wei and Li are the latest mil-
itary officials to fall in Xi’s an-
ti-corruption purge that has 
focused on the armed forces in 
recent years, with several top 
generals removed.  AFP

Sentences of 2 
ex-ministers 
commuted to 
life in China

POWER CLEANSE

Many passengers 
left hantavirus-hit  

ship after 1st fatality
MADRID

MORE than two dozen pas-
sengers from at least 12 dif-
ferent countries left a cruise 
ship hit by a deadly hantavi-
rus outbreak without con-
tact tracing nearly two 
weeks after the first passen-
ger died on board, the ship 
operator and Dutch officials 
said on Thursday.

Health authorities on at 
least four continents are 
now tracking down and in 
some cases monitoring the 
cruise passengers who re-
turned home on April 24, 
and trying to trace others 
who may have come into 
contact with them.

Experts say the risk to the 
wider public is considered 
low because hantavirus — 
usually spread by the inhala-
tion of  contaminated rodent 
droppings — isn’t easily 
transmitted between people. 
The Dutch health ministry 
said on Thursday that a flight 
attendant on a plane briefly 
boarded by an infected cruise 
passenger in South Africa 
was showing symptoms of  
hantavirus and would be 
tested in an isolation ward at 
a hospital in Amsterdam. 

The cruise passenger, also 
a Dutch woman, was too ill to 
fly and was taken off  the 

plane in Johannesburg, 
where she died. If  the woman 
tests positive, she could be 
the first known person not on 
the MV Hondius to become 
infected in the outbreak.

Three cruise passengers 
have died in the outbreak, 
with several others sick. 
Three people, including the 
ship’s doctor, were evacuat-
ed from near Cape Verde to 
Europe for treatment. The 
body of  the Dutch man, the 
first to die on board on April 
11, was taken off  the ship at 
St Helena on April 24, when 
his wife also disembarked. 
She flew to South Africa a 
day later and died there AP

Health workers in protective gear evacuate patients from the MV Hondius 
cruise ship into an ambulance at a port in Praia, Cape Verde |  AP

WHO warns of more 
hantavirus cases

GENEVA: The World 
Health Organization said 

five hantavirus cases 
linked to the MV Hondius 

cruise outbreak have been 
confirmed, with three 

more suspected and three 
deaths reported. The UN 

agency warned more 
cases could emerge due to 

the virus’s six-week 
incubation period, but 
said the outbreak was 

likely to remain limited if 
precautions are followed.

Cars burning at the site of a Russian air  attack, 
in Kramatorsk, eastern Donetsk region, amid the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine |  AFP

Iran weighs latest US proposal to end the war
After days of mixed signals over its strategy, Trump tied peace to the deal as Pak pushed efforts to extend ceasefire

DUBAI

IRAN said it was reviewing the 
latest American proposals to 
end the war after US President 
Donald Trump threatened the 
country with a new wave of  
bombing unless a deal is 
reached that includes reopen-
ing the crucial Strait of  Hor-
muz to international shipping. 

Hope that the two-month con-
flict could soon be over, buoyed 
international markets on Thurs-
day, a day after the US military 
fired on an Iranian oil tanker at-
tempting to breach the Ameri-
can blockade of  Iran’s ports. 
The developments fol-
lowed days of  mixed 
messages from the 
Trump administra-
tion over its strategy 
to end the war.

Trump posted on so-
cial media on Wednes-
day that ending the war and re-
suming oil and natural gas 
shipments disrupted by the con-
flict depends on Iran accepting 
an agreement, which he did not 
detail. “If  they don’t agree, the 
bombing starts,” Trump wrote.

A fragile ceasefire between 
the US and Iran has largely 
held since April 8. But in-per-
son talks between the two coun-
tries hosted by Pakistan last 
month failed to reach an agree-
ment. The war began February 
28, when the US and Israel 
launched strikes against Iran.

“We expect an agreement 
sooner rather than later,” Paki-

stani Foreign Ministry spokes-
person Tahir Andrabi said 
Thursday. “We hope the parties 
will reach a peaceful and sus-
tainable solution that will con-
tribute not only to peace in our 
region but to international peace 
as well.” But he declined to give 
a timeline, saying Pakistan 
would not disclose details of  the 
ongoing diplomatic efforts.

Asked whether Pakistan was 
expecting any response from 
Iran later Thursday, Andrabi 
said: “I will not comment on spe-
cifics or the movement of  the 
messages.” Pakistani Prime 
Minister Shehbaz Sharif, speak-

ing in televised re-
marks, said Islamabad 
remained in “continu-
ous contact with Iran 
and the United States, 
day and night, to stop 
the war and extend 
the ceasefire.”

The Trump administration’s 
messaging throughout the Iran 
war has been shifting and often 
contradictory. This week, the 
president and his aides present-
ed a dizzying narrative over the 
US strategy to unblock the 
Strait of  Hormuz and wrap up 
the war that drastically changed 
over the course of  mere hours.

Iran has established a new 
government agency to approve 
transit and collect tolls from 
shipping in the strait, shipping 
data firm Lloyd’s List Intelli-
gence said Thursday. The move 
raised concerns over freedom of  
navigation and global trade. AP

VATICAN CITY

THE Vatican raised the “need 
to work tirelessly in favor of  
peace” in talks Thursday with 
US Secretary of  State Marco 
Rubio, who came to Rome on a 
fence-mending visit after Don-
ald Trump’s criticisms of  Pope 
Leo XIV over the Iran war.

Both the Vatican and the US 
State Department stressed that 
Rubio’s meetings with Leo and 
the Vatican’s top diplomat un-
derscored strong bilateral ties. 
Those relations, though, have 
been strained over Trump’s re-
peated broadsides about Leo’s 
calls for peace and dialogue to 
end the US-Israeli war.

Rubio, a practicing Catholic, 
has often been called on to tone 
down or explain Trump’s harsh 
rhetoric. He had an audience 
first with Leo, which was com-
plicated at the last minute by 
Trump’s latest criticism of  the 
Chicago-born pope. 

During a 2½-hour visit, Ru-
bio then met with the Vatican 
secretary of  state, Cardinal Pi-
etro Parolin, who on the eve of  
his visit had strongly defended 
Leo and criticised Donald 
Trump’s attacks.

“Attacking him like that or 
criticising what he does seems 

a bit strange to me, to say the 
least,” Parolin said Wednesday.

After the meetings, the US 
State Department said that Ru-
bio and Parolin discussed “on-
going humanitarian efforts in 
the Western Hemisphere and ef-
forts to achieve a durable peace 
in the West Asia. The discussion 
reflected the enduring partner-
ship between the United States 
and the Holy See in advancing 
religious freedom.”

In a separate statement 
about the audience with Leo, 
US State Department spokes-
person Tommy Pigott said that 

the two discussed the situa-
tion in the West Asia and the 
Western Hemisphere. 

“The meeting underscored 
the strong relationship between 
the United States and the Holy 
See and their shared commit-
ment to promoting peace and 
human dignity,” he said.

The Vatican, for its part, said 
that during Rubio’s meetings 
with both Leo and Parolin, 
“the shared commitment to 
fostering good bilateral rela-
tions between the Holy See and 
the United States of  America 
was reaffirmed.”

Rubio makes fence-mending Vatican 
visit after Trump attacked Pope Leo

Pope Leo XIV exchanges gifts with US Secretary of State Marco Rubio, r ight, as they 
meet in the pope’s private library at the Vatican |  AP

Britain’s PM Keir Starmer and wife Victoria at a 
polling station in central London to vote for local 

elections |  AP

Court unseals note tied to 
Epstein’s 1st jail suicide bid

NEW YORK: A note allegedly found by 
Jeffrey Epstein’s former cellmate after the 

financier’s first suspected jail suicide 
attempt was unsealed by a New York court 

on Wednesday. The handwritten message 
read: “They investigated me for month — 

found nothing!!!” and described it as “a 
treat to be able to choose” the “time to say 
goodbye.” It ended with: “no fun” and “not 

worth it!!” Authorities found Epstein injured 
in his Manhattan jail cell on July 23, 2019, 

weeks before his death, officially ruled a 
suicide. The note surfaced after former 

cellmate Nicholas Tartaglione claimed he 
found it hidden inside a book in their shared 

jail cell. Tartaglione, a former police officer 
now serving life for killing four men, 
revealed the note publicly last year.


