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ISLAMABAD (Agencies): In a re-
cent development, a special court, 
established under the Official Se-
crets Act, sentenced former premier 
Imran Khan and ex-foreign minister 
Shah Mahmood Qureshi to 10 years 
in prison in the cipher case. The case 
revolves around a diplomatic docu-
ment that, according to the Federal 
Investigation Agency’s charge sheet, 
Imran never returned. The PTI has 
consistently claimed that the doc-
ument contained a threat from the 
United States to remove Imran from 
his position as prime minister. The 
verdict was delivered just nine days 
before the general elections sched-
uled for February 8, which the PTI is 
contesting amidst a state crackdown 
and without an electoral symbol. Both 
Imran and Qureshi have been incar-
cerated in the lead-up to the elections. 
While Imran’s candidacy was reject-
ed, Qureshi was approved to run for 
a National Assembly seat from Thar. 
However, today’s conviction disqual-
ifies both of them from contesting 
elections for the next five years. This 
marks Imran’s second conviction, as 
he was previously convicted in the 
Toshakhana case and sentenced to 
three years’ imprisonment. Although 
the Islamabad High Court initially 
suspended his sentence, a division 
bench later dismissed Imran’s petition 
seeking the suspension of the convic-
tion. This is Qureshi’s first conviction. 
Special Court Judge Abual Hasnat 
Zulqarnain announced the verdict. At 

the beginning of the hearing, Imran 
and Qureshi were given a question-
naire under Section 342 of the Code 
of Criminal Procedure. After Imran 
recorded his statement, the court 
inquired about the location of the ci-
pher, to which he responded that he 
did not know and that the cipher had 
been in his office. Following the an-
nouncement of the verdict, the judge 
exited the courtroom, prompting 
Qureshi to protest that his statement 
had not been recorded. The PTI has 
decried the trial as a sham and plans 
to challenge the verdict in the Islam-
abad High Court. In a statement, a 
PTI official declared that Pakistan 
stands with Imran and Qureshi, who 
defended Pakistan and stood for true 
freedom. The statement urged the 
public to vote on February 8 and ex-
pressed confidence that the sentence 

would be overturned on appeal. The 
Cipher case is one of more than 150 
pending against Khan, a former crick-
eter turned Islamist politician. Other 
charges range from contempt of court 
to terrorism and inciting violence. 
Khan is alleged to have waved a con-
fidential document during a rally after 
he was toppled as premier, claiming 
that it was proof he was being threat-
ened and that his ousting was a US 
conspiracy, allegedly executed by the 
military and the government in Paki-
stan. Washington and Pakistani offi-
cials have denied the claim. The doc-
ument he waved, nicknamed Cipher, 
has not been made public by either 
the government or Khan’s lawyers 
but was diplomatic correspondence 
between the Pakistani ambassador to 
Washington and the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs in Islamabad.
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 Israel ‘hit squad’ kills three in West Bank hospital 
operation

Saudi, Egypt, Jordan and PA intelligence officials 
secretly met to discuss Gaza’s future

US to provide Ukraine with new 
long-range munition

New Delhi to hold social media companies 
accountable for deepfakes

China, Thailand sign mutual visa exemption 
agreement; to come into effect on March 1

WEST BANK (Agencies): In a covert 
operation, Israeli forces, disguised as 
civilians and medical staff, neutralized 
three Palestinians at the Ibn Sina Hos-
pital in the city of Jenin, located in the 
occupied West Bank. The operation 
was carried out by undercover agents 
while the men were asleep in the hospi-
tal, as reported by both the Palestinian 
Ministry of Health and the Israeli army 
on Tuesday. The Ministry of Health in 
Ramallah stated, “This morning, three 
young men were neutralized by the Is-
raeli forces who stormed the Ibn Sina 
Hospital in Jenin.” The Israeli army con-
firmed that their troops had neutralized 
the men, who were hiding in the hos-
pital and were identified as members 
of a Hamas terrorist cell. Online secu-
rity camera footage showed approxi-
mately a dozen undercover personnel, 
including three dressed in women’s 
clothing and two as medical staff, mov-
ing through a hospital corridor armed 
with assault rifles. The Israeli military 

identified one of the neutralized men 
as 27-year-old Mohammad Jalamneh, 
who they alleged was planning an im-
minent attack and had been distribut-
ing weapons and ammunition to other 
members. The other two men, brothers 
Basil and Mohammad Ghazawi, were 
also hiding in the hospital and were 
implicated in attacks, according to the 
military. The army statement added, “A 
firearm was discovered on a wanted in-
dividual and was seized by the forces.” 
Hamas confirmed that Jalamneh was a 
member of their organization.

Intelligence officials from Saudi Ara-
bia, Egypt, Jordan and the Palestin-
ian Authority (PA) secretly met this 
month to discuss the future of the 
Gaza Strip’s governance following the 
end of Israel’s ongoing bombardment 
and invasion of the besieged territory, 
a report has revealed. According to 
The Jerusalem Post, which cited sev-
eral anonymous sources, Saudi Arabi-
an National Security Adviser, Musad 
Al-Aiban, organised a meeting in the 
Saudi capital, Riyadh, around a week 
ago which was attended by Palestin-
ian General Intelligence chief, Majed 
Faraj, Egyptian intelligence chief, Ab-
bas Kamel, and Jordanian intelligence 
chief, Ahmed Hosni. The officials re-
portedly discussed the future of Gaza 
after Israel’s war on it and Palestinian 
Resistance group, Hamas, ends, par-
ticularly regarding ways in which a 

“renewed Palestinian Authority” can 
take part in the management of the 
Strip. Two sources familiar with the 
contents of the meeting were cited as 
revealing that the Saudis, Egyptians 
and Jordanians urged the Palestinian 
intelligence chief, Faraj, that the PA 
must carry out reforms in order to 
pave the way for a renewal in its lead-
ership ranks. That renewal would ap-
parently include the transfer of certain 
powers from PA President, Mahmoud 
Abbas, to a newly-appointed prime 
minister. During the meeting, the Sau-
dis also reportedly emphasised their 
interest in continuing normalisation 
talks with Israel, while reiterating that 
such a deal would be conditional upon 
practical and irreversible steps by Tel 
Aviv and the international community 
to ensure the establishment of an inde-
pendent Palestinian State.

WASHINGTON (Agencies): The 
US military is planning to provide 
Ukraine with its first shipment of a 
new, longer-range munition recent-
ly developed by Boeing, according 
to Reuters and Politico. The bombs 
can achieve a maximum range of 90 
miles (145km), and will be “a signif-
icant capability for Ukraine,” one of 
the officials said. Developed jointly 
by Boeing and Saab, the ground-
launched variant of the new bombs 
has not yet reached the US arsenal, 
which currently contains an air-fired 
version only. The weapon is said to 
have twice the range compared to the 
US-supplied High Mobility Artillery 

Rocket System (HIMARS) already 
used by Ukrainian troops. Testing for 
the weapon was only recently con-
cluded, and it has yet to reach Wash-
ington’s own inventories. The US 
military declined to confirm the exact 
date of the shipment, though Penta-
gon spokesman Major General Pat 
Ryder said the bomb would be provid-
ed at some point under the Ukraine 
Security Assistance Initiative (USAI). 
He added that Washington would 
“defer to Ukraine” as to the details of 
the delivery. The weapon could reach 
Ukraine as soon as Wednesday, and 
would be brought to the country by 
air transport.

NEW DELHI (Agencies): New Del-
hi is taking a proactive stance against 
AI-generated deepfakes and will hold 
social media companies accountable 
for any such content on their platforms, 
according to Rajeev Chandrasekhar, 
minister of state for electronics and IT.
The Indian government is deeply con-
cerned about the impact of “cross-bor-
der actors” spreading disinformation 
through deepfakes ahead of the gener-
al election scheduled for April or May 
in the world’s most populous nation.
The government issued an advisory 
in December mandating that digital 
and social media platforms communi-
cate content prohibited under IT rules 
“clearly and precisely” to users.
New Delhi has also warned that plat-
forms could lose ‘safe harbor immuni-
ty’ and be liable to criminal and judicial 
proceedings if they fail to implement 
the prescribed measures. “Our ap-
proach to deepfakes after the prime 

minister drew attention to it is to tell the 
intermediaries, to draw their attention 
to the fact that the law of the land pro-
hibits any user on their platform from 
hosting misinformation, including 
deepfakes,” Chandrasekhar told the 
Financial Times. New Delhi is creat-
ing a form of tech regulation that is “in 
between” the US and Europe. “The US 
leaves it completely to markets; Europe 
does it completely citizen-oriented; and 
we are basically saying ‘We love inno-
vation, we will encourage innovation, 
but we want to protect our small busi-
nesses and users’,” he added.

BEIJING (Agencies): China and 
Thailand sign mutual visa exemp-
tion agreement China and Thailand 
have signed a mutual visa exemption 
agreement that will come into effect 
on March 1, 2024. The agreement is 
expected to enhance tourism, foster 
trade, and facilitate exchanges be-
tween the two countries. The number 
of Chinese tourists visiting Thailand is 
expected to increase significantly, and 
Thai friends are warmly welcomed to 
visit China and experience the vitality 
of China and the warmth and friend-
liness of the Chinese people. Chi-
nese nationals holding passports for 
public affairs or ordinary passports, 
and Thai nationals holding ordinary 
passports are allowed to enter each 
other’s countries without a visa for a 
single stay of up to 30 days, accord-

ing to the agreement. During a media 
briefing after attending the signing 
ceremony in Bangkok with his Thai 
counterpart Parnpree Bahiddha-Nu-
kara, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi said that the agreement would not 
only benefit tourism in Thailand and 
Chinese tourists but also enhance 
mutual understanding between the 
two peoples. Wang praised the vast 
potential of China-Thailand cooper-
ation, vowed to import more agri-
cultural products from Thailand and 
support more Chinese companies to 
invest in Thailand, especially in elec-
tronic vehicles, digital economy and 
green development cooperation. The 
Chinese foreign minister also vowed 
to enhance law enforcement coopera-
tion to crackdown telecom fraud and 
other cross-border crimes.

Palestine charity takes 
Biden to court for  

‘complicity in genocide’

The Biden Administration was put on 
the dock on Friday as rights groups 
accused it of “complicity” in Israel’s 
genocidal bombing of Gaza. Defence 
for Children International – Pales-
tine (DCIP) claims US President Joe 
Biden, Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken and Secretary of Defence 
Lloyd Austin have backed Israel’s on-
going bombing campaign in Gaza in 
which more than 27,000 Palestinians 
have been killed, the vast majority 
children and women. The plaintiffs 
are demanding the federal court de-
clare that the US has failed to prevent 
genocide and is aiding and abetting 
genocide and to end American mili-
tary and diplomatic support for Isra-
el’s genocidal campaign in Gaza. The 
hearing, which lasted more than four 
hours and which was held in Oak-
land, California, included testimo-
nies from a doctor working in Gaza, 
four Palestinian-Americans who have 
lost family members in the relent-
less bombing campaign, as well as 
a DCIP official and an expert on the 
Holocaust. The Palestinians outlined 
how their lives have changed since 
7 October, when Israel began bomb-
ing Gaza. The hearing, which lasted 
more than four hours and which was 
held in Oakland, California, included 
testimonies from a doctor working 
in Gaza, four Palestinian-Americans 
who have lost family members in the 
relentless bombing campaign, as well 
as a DCIP official and an expert on 
the Holocaust. The Palestinians out-
lined how their lives have changed 
since 7 October, when Israel began 
bombing Gaza.
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PESHAWAR (APP): Taking cogni-
zance of the violation of election’s 
code and conduct, the Monitor-
ing Officers across Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa  have so far imposed Rs 

966,000 on contesting or parting 
candidates on different violations.
According to official data, Rs 95,000 
fine was imposed in the Peshawar 
division, Rs 300,000 in the Malakand 

division, Rs 171,000 in Hazara Divi-
sion, 105,000 in Mardan Division, 
Rs115,000 in Kohat, Rs 30,000 in 
Bannu division, and Rs 150,000 in 
DI Khan Division.

PESHAWAR (APP): An aspirant 
of Awami National Party (ANP) 
from PK-91, Lachi, Kohat, Ismat-
ullah Khattak passed away here 
on Tuesday. The family sources 

confirmed death of Ismatullah 
Khattak due to cardiac arrest. 
Meanwhile, the Returning Offi-
cer announced the suspension of 
election activities in the constitu-

ency due to the demise of the can-
didate, adding that the Election 
Commission of Pakistan (ECP) 
would decide about the elections 
in PK-91 as per the rules.

PESHAWAR (APP): PESHAWAR, Jan 
30 (APP): Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Cul-
ture and Tourism Authority (KPCTA) 
in collaboration with Department of 
International Relations Peshawar 
University and International Rela-
tions Students Association (IRSA) 
organized a two-day “Grand Peace 
Fair” on Tuesday to orient youth of 
the province about peace, harmo-
ny and project positive image of the 
province and merged areas. Caretaker 
Minister for Newly Merged Districts 
(NMDs), Amir Abdullah and Brigadier 

Tashfeen attended the event as Chief 
Guests. Vice Chancellor Professor Dr. 
Muhammad Saleem, President (IRSA) 
Ahmad Ali Khan and Incharge (IRSA) 
Dr. Khurshaid were also present on 
the occasion. On the first day, a pan-
el discussion on peace was arranged 
that was moderated by Dr. Saima 
Raza. The panel comprised Caretaker 
Minister for Newly Merged Districts 
(NMDs) Amir Abdullah, Professor 
Dr. Hussain Shaheed, Senior Jour-
nalist Saleem Safi, Senior Journalist 
Mushtaq Yousufzai, Dr. Amir Raza, 

and Senior Journalist Shams Moham-
mad. The participants discussed the 
situation in the merged districts and 
elsewhere in the country. The panel 
discussion emphasized that the es-
tablishment of peace is vital for the 
growth of a healthy society and every 
member of society must endeavor to 
achieve the objective without consid-
ering petty interests and differences. 
Participants emphasized the need for 
a true analysis of any situation and the 
making of the right decisions ignoring 
speculations and rumors. 

Mills sealed over non-standard ghee,  
cooking oil

478300 undocumented Afghans repatriate 
to native country

Political parties blow horn for general  
election 2024 By Fakhar Alam

PESHAWAR (Agencies): In a ma-
jor crackdown against ghee mills 
in different industrial areas of the 
province, the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
Food Safety and Halal Food Au-
thority sealed various mills over 
non-standards ghee and cooking 
oil. The spokesman of Food Au-
thority said here Tuesday that 26 
ghee mills were inspected during 
the crackdowns in Hattar Industri-
al Zone, Haripur, Dargai and Thana 
in Malakand, Bara in Khyber and 
Mohmand Industrial Zones. The 
teams of food authority checked 46 
samples of different ghee and oil 

brands at the laboratories and found 
32 samples non-standard and un-
satisfactory while 14 were declared 
standard according to food safety. 
He said that the ghee mills whose 
samples were found unsatisfactory 
were sealed. Director Food Author-
ity Shafiullah Khan said, “We don’t 
want to spoil anyone’s business at 
all, but the mills will remain closed 
until the process of production is im-
proved as per the defined standard.” 
He said the food authority could not 
allow anyone to supply substandard 
ghee in the market at the cost of cit-
izens’ health.

PESHAWAR (Agencies): The pro-
cess of repatriation of Afghan na-
tionals residing illegally in Pakistan 
continued peacefully as according 
to the official statistics, a total of 
478300 Afghans have returned to 
their native country so far. The sta-
tistics showed that a total of 2697 
illegal Afghans including 914 male, 
765 female and 1018 children re-
turned to Afghanistan the other day. 

The repatriation effort involved the 
use of 110 vehicles, facilitating the 
return of 132 families to Afghani-
stan. This ongoing initiative wasmm  
m dedicated to assisting the return 
of Afghan nationals who had been 
residing unlawfully in Pakistan. The 
authorities said the repatriation pro-
cess was still in progress and every 
possible facility was being provided 
to the returning Afghans.

PESHAWAR (Agencies): As only eight 
days left in general election, the lead-
ers of all mainstream political parties 
blow whistle by addressing mammoth 
public rallies informing voters about 
their elections’ manifestos whose 
fate would be decided by over 128.5 
million voters on February 8, 2024. 
Despite cold weather conditions, the 
political heavyweights of Pakistan 
Muslim League (N), Pakistan Peo-
ple’s Party, Jamiat Ulema Islam (F), 
Jumaat e Islami, Awami National Par-
ty, Mutahida Qumi Movement Paki-
stan, Pakistan Tahrik e Insaf, Baloch-
istan National Party and Qumi Watan 
Party are among 175 political parties 
and independents have expedited 
elections campaign in all provinces of 
the country. Griped by election fever, 
Pakistan’s all four provinces including 
Punjab, Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
and Baluchistan’s have witnessed 
overwhelming enthusiasm of voters 
of all age-groups being addressed 
by PML-N Supremo Muhammad 
Nawaz Sharif, PPP Chairman Bilaw-
al Bhutto Zardari, PTI leader Gohar 
Khan, JUIF Central Ameer Maula-
na Fazlur Rehman, Jumaat e Islami 
Ameer Sirajul Haq, MQM Pakistan’s 
Khalid Maqbool Siddiqui, ANP KP 
President Aimal Wali Khan, BNP’s 
Akhtar Mangal whose fate are in the 
hands of 128.5 million voters includ-
ing over 69.2 million male and 59.3 
million female, showcasing a strong 
and active participation of registered 
electorates in the electoral process. 
As many as 1.083 million voters with 
568,406 male and 514,623 female in 

Islamabad, 73.278 million voters in-
cludes 39.122 million male and 34.085 
million female in Punjab, 26.994 mil-
lion voters, with 14.4612 million male 
and 12.382 million female in Sindh, 
21.928 million with 11.944 million 
male voters and 99,83,722 female vot-
ers in KP and 5.371 million registered 
voters including 2.355 million male 
and 3.16 million female voters in Ba-
lochistan would exercise their right of 
franchise on February 8, 2024. Like 
previous general elections, the politi-
cally fertile Khyber Pakhtunkhwa has 
again attracted over 25 heavyweights 
of various political and religious par-
ties contesting election 2024 in the 
province. Besides other stalwarts, the 
PML-N Quaid, Muhammad Nawaz 
Sharif and Shahzada Ghustasip 
Khan are flexing muscle from NA-15 
Mansehra and PML-N KP President 
Engr Amir Muqam is trying luck on 
two national assembly seats in Swat 
and Shangla districts while Chief of 
Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI-F), Mau-
lana Fazlur Rehman on NA-44 Dera 
Ismail Khan where he will face Pa-
kistan People’s Party (PPP) central 
information secretary Faisal Karim 
Kundi and former Federal Minister 
Ali Amin Gandapur. PTI Parliamen-
tarians Chairman Pervez Khattak is 
eying on NA-33 Nowshera-1, Barris-
ter Gohar Ali Khan of PTI on NA-10 
Buner, PTI central general secretary 
Umar Ayub Khan on NA-18 Haripur, 
former National Assembly speaker 
Asad Qaisar Khan on NA-19 Swabi, 
and Sher Afzal Marwat on NA-41 
Lakki Marwat.

MOs impose Rs 966,000 fine on violators of election conduct

ANP candidate dies; Election activities suspended in PK-91

KPCTA arranges “Grand Peace Fair” to promote  
positive image of province
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As Pakistan prepares for the upcoming general elections, reports in-
dicate that a significant majority of the polling stations, a staggering 
50%, are categorized as sensitive, with an additional 20% deemed 
highly sensitive. The concentration of these sensitive and highly sen-
sitive polling stations in key provinces like Punjab, Sindh, Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, and Balochistan demands heightened vigilance. In 
Punjab alone, nearly 40% of polling stations fall into the sensitive 
or highly sensitive categories. The situation is no better in Sindh, 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and Balochistan, where a significant portion 
of polling stations is considered at risk, further complicating the task 
of ensuring fair and secure elections.
The recent commitment by the Election Commission to install sur-
veillance cameras in the most sensitive polling stations is a positive 
step towards transparency and deterrence. With over 18,000 polling 
stations categorized as highly sensitive, this move will play a cru-
cial role in monitoring poll proceedings, counting of votes, and re-
sult preparation by the presiding officers. However, it is crucial to 
acknowledge that the effectiveness of these security measures re-
lies heavily on their implementation. The Election Commission must 
work closely with provincial governments to ensure the timely in-
stallation of surveillance cameras. Additionally, the commitment to 
engage the armed forces and civil armed forces in ensuring security 
arrangements is commendable. The deployment of troops outside se-
lected highly sensitive polling stations, based on threat assessments, 
and reconnaissance of each constituency will contribute significantly 
to maintaining a secure environment for voters. While these steps 
are commendable, it is essential for the Election Commission to re-
main vigilant and flexible. The senior official’s acknowledgment that 
the statistics are tentative and subject to change based on security 
plans submitted by district police officers is a reminder of the dy-
namic nature of security concerns. Transparent and secure elections 
are the cornerstone of a thriving democracy, and the authorities must 
leave no stone unturned in guaranteeing the people’s right to vote in 
a safe environment.

Pakistan’s upcoming elections demand 
heightened vigilance

Free and fair elections hold significant 
importance within the intricate realm 
of democratic governance, serving as 
a unifying force that embodies the as-
pirations and opinions of an entire na-
tion. Ensuring a transparent, inclusive, 
and honest process is crucial for a func-
tioning democracy, extending beyond 
mere voting. A free and fair election is 
akin to a solemn pledge, upholding the 
fundamental tenets of democracy, fos-
tering a sense of confidence among the 
populace, and genuinely mirroring the 
desires of the people. In the heart of ev-
ery democratic society, elections serve 
as the mechanism through which pow-
er transitions from one leader to anoth-
er. Ensuring the integrity of elections is 
crucial, as it allows for a level playing 
field where every individual’s voice is 
heard and where the people have the 
power to elect their representatives. 
With a focus on collective aspirations 
and national direction, it transcends 
individual agendas. Transparency is 
crucial for ensuring the integrity of any 
election. Ensuring that all individuals 
have convenient access to information 
regarding candidates, political parties, 
and the electoral process is of utmost 
importance. Having clear guidelines 
regarding campaign finances, candi-
date eligibility, and party objectives 
enables individuals to make informed 
decisions aligned with their personal 
beliefs. Ensuring free and fair elections 
entails providing equal opportunities 
for everyone to participate. Addressing 
the issue at hand requires dismantling 

obstacles to voting, addressing inequi-
ties, and safeguarding the rights of all 
communities. Ensuring the inclusion of 
all individuals not only promotes fair-
ness, but also enriches decision-mak-
ing processes with a wide range of 
perspectives. Certify robust legislation 
for elections is of utmost importance. It 
is crucial that these laws are unambig-
uous, capable of being enforced, and 
effective in preventing fraudulent ac-
tivities such as voter suppression and 
bribery. A neutral electoral commis-
sion is crucial to ensure that all individ-
uals adhere to these regulations and 
maintain the integrity of the election, 
free from any external interference. A 
vibrant and unbiased media serves as 
a vigilant guardian of political integri-
ty. They closely monitor candidates, 
parties, and election institutions. Pro-
viding up-to-date and impartial news 
enables individuals to gain a clear 
understanding of current events, em-
powering them to make informed de-
cisions rooted in truth rather than de-
ception. Technology plays a significant 
role in modern-day elections, especial-
ly in the digital era. Sharing informa-
tion, reaching a wider audience, and 
improving election management are 
some of the benefits it offers. However, 
it also poses potential dangers such as 
cyber threats. Ensuring a fair electoral 
process requires striking a delicate bal-
ance between harnessing technology 
effectively and safeguarding against 
potential issues. The global communi-
ty also plays a significant role. Interna-

tional organisations and collaborative 
efforts facilitate the exchange of best 
practices, offer technical assistance, 
and monitor electoral processes. Inter-
national oversight plays a crucial role 
in building trust, both domestically and 
internationally. The threat of interfer-
ence, whether it originates internally 
or externally, poses a significant risk to 
the integrity of elections. Ensuring the 
security of our cyber infrastructure, 
combatting the spread of misinforma-
tion, and safeguarding the indepen-
dence of election bodies are all vital in 
safeguarding elections from external 
influences. The importance of free and 
fair elections extends beyond the act of 
voting. Addressing any post-election 
issues or disagreements in a transpar-
ent manner is crucial. Resolving dis-
putes in accordance with the law not 
only demonstrates the strength of the 
democratic process, but also conveys 
a sense of respect for citizens’ choices. 
The significance of free and fair elec-
tions goes beyond the mere act of cast-
ing votes. They embody a dedication 
to truthfulness, inclusivity, and ethical 
conduct. The commitment mentioned 
here serves as the foundation of a ro-
bust democratic society. In the realm of 
modern governance, countries grapple 
with various challenges. However, the 
significance of free and fair elections 
cannot be overstated. These elections 
play a pivotal role in shaping the trajec-
tory of democratic progress, ensuring 
that the voice of the people reverber-
ates within the corridors of power.

William Burns’ trip says some-
thing about how the competence 
of Antony Blinken and his State 
Department is viewed
US President Joe Biden has de-
ployed overseas his CIA Direc-
tor William Burns, who served 
as secretary of state and deputy 
secretary of state under President 
Barack Obama, to try and broker 
a deal between Israel and Hamas.
Details of what exactly Burns dis-
cussed with high-level diplomat-
ic and intelligence officials from 
Egypt, Qatar, and Israel are un-
known at this time. It is reported, 
however, that Israel’s latest pro-
posal would see a 60-day pause in 
combat in return for the staggered 
release of more than 100 captives 
still held by Hamas, with women 
and children first, then civilian 
men, military members, and the 
remains of hostages who died in 
captivity.
While, indeed, the CIA chief’s 
met with peers from the intelli-
gence community, his attendance 
displays something that reflects 
poorly on the state of US diplo-
macy, and implies a lack of savoir 
faire at the State Department.
It should be noted that the US gov-
ernment has many different offic-
es, bureaus, and departments that 
compete against one another for 
funding and clout. For decades, 
the CIA and the State Depart-
ment had tried to stay apart. It has 
been noted, for example, by CIA 
founding member Miles Copeland 
Jr. that the State Department was 
originally averse to some of its co-
vert activities, such as agents us-
ing diplomatic credentials as cov-
er. During the Cold War, Copeland 
said, the State Department not 
only refused to take part in CIA 
activities but did not even want to 
be informed about them, as in the 

case of the coup d’etat in Syria in 
the 1960s. In modern times there 
has been a convergence between 
these two agencies, and others, 
too, which reflects the priorities 
of successive administrations. 
Under President George W. Bush, 
Colin Powell, a military man, be-
came the first Secretary of State to 
serve on the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
while in that role. This showed 
that Powell, Washington’s head 
diplomat, was to be intimately in-
volved in the American war effort 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.
During the administration of for-
mer President Donald Trump, he 
promoted Mike Pompeo from CIA 
director to Secretary of State. The 
Trump administration’s foreign 
policy style thus shifted to a much 
more aggressive and subversive 
approach, emulating how the 
CIA conducts its business. This 
was particularly aimed at under-
mining the resurgence of China, 
as well as ratcheting up tensions 
with Russia.
In contrast, President Joe Biden 
enlisted William Burns, a long-
time diplomat, as his CIA direc-
tor. According to Colonel Law-
rence Wilkerson, Colin Powell’s 
former chief of staff, this pick 
was because of Burns’ reliability, 
experience, and honesty – traits 
becoming of a diplomat. Biden 
apparently did not want someone 
who’d gained their professional 
experience from the CIA to head 
the spy agency, probably because 
such people are prone to what 
Pompeo described as lying, cheat-
ing, and stealing.
The fact that the director of the 
CIA is getting so intimately in-
volved in negotiations between 
Israel and Hamas, having already 
been a part of the November 
agreement that led to the release 

of Palestinian and Israeli hos-
tages and to a week-long cease-
fire, may perhaps be worrying. It 
could be interpreted that the US 
is not actually interested in real 
diplomacy but rather in trying to 
threaten Hamas leaders into sur-
rendering on behalf of West Jeru-
salem. While that may indeed be 
the case, since the Israeli govern-
ment is committed to a total mili-
tary victory in Gaza and the Biden 
administration is backing West Je-
rusalem almost unconditionally, it 
says more about the fact that the 
State Department lacks the req-
uisite leadership and know-how 
to handle this situation.As Burns 
has been managing negotiations 
between Israel and Hamas, Sec-
retary of State Antony Blinken 
wrapped up a West Africa trip that 
analysts believe was an attempt 
by Washington to shore up trans-
atlantic trade in light of instability 
in the Middle East. He also stuck 
to the same tired script with re-
gard to China, invoking ‘debt-trap 
diplomacy’ and unfair labor and 
trade practices. Meanwhile, pro-
testers sat outside Blinken’s Ar-
lington, Virginia home demanding 
a ceasefire in Gaza – apparently 
unaware that he’s not even the 
one leading diplomatic efforts 
currently. A lack of leadership on 
behalf of Blinken at this defining 
moment in the conflict in Gaza, as 
American soldiers die in the Mid-
dle East and international trade is 
threatened by Houthi attacks on 
ships that use the Suez Canal, is 
apparent. The fact that the CIA 
has had to step in at this juncture 
demonstrates the sorry state of 
US diplomacy, underscoring the 
gradual but inevitable decline of 
American soft power.

- Courtesy: RT

In the intricate world of national gov-
ernance, one period occurs annually 
at the central level—the budget. Of-
ten discussed in financial terms and 
complex terms, a country’s budget 
is essentially its financial outline for 
the year. Let’s unravel the mysteries 
of national budgets, exploring why 
they matter, where money comes 
from, and how it shapes the econom-
ic landscape.
A national budget is more than just 
numbers on a spreadsheet. It is a 
comprehensive plan that outlines 
how the government plans to gen-
erate revenue and where it plans to 
spend that money. Think of it as a 
household budget, but on a much 
larger scale. Countries, like individu-
als, have income, expenses, and long-
term goals to consider.
Governments raise money through 
various sources, the main source of 
which is taxation. Income tax, sales 
tax, and corporate tax contribute to 
government revenue. Additionally, 
non-tax revenues, such as fees and 
fines, also play a role. Sometimes, 
countries receive grants or loans 
from international organizations to 
support specific projects or address 
economic challenges.
The budget is generally divided into 
two main parts: the revenue budget 
and the development budget. The 
revenue budget deals with day-to-
day expenses. Salaries, administra-
tive expenses, and interest payments 
on loans come under the revenue 
budget. This keeps the work of the 
government running smoothly. While 
The development budget provides 
funds for projects that contribute to 
the long-term development of the 
country. Infrastructure development, 
education, health care and other es-
sential sectors benefit from the devel-
opment budget.
An important aspect of budgeting is 
how funds are allocated to different 
sectors. The budget reflects the gov-
ernment’s priorities for the financial 
year. For example, a government may 
allocate more funds to health care 

and education if it aims to improve 
the welfare and education level of 
its citizens. Defense, infrastructure, 
and social welfare are other import-
ant sectors during this process. At 
times, the government’s expendi-
ture exceeds its revenue, leading to 
a fiscal deficit. To cover this gap, the 
government can borrow domestically 
and internationally. Managing defi-
cit and debt levels is critical to eco-
nomic stability, preventing excessive 
borrowing that could burden future 
generations.
National budgets often include 
economic targets, which provide a 
roadmap for the country’s economic 
performance. Targets such as GDP 
growth, inflation rate, and employ-
ment targets are set to measure the 
success of the government’s econom-
ic policies. A significant portion of the 
budget is dedicated to the Public Sec-
tor Development Programme. This 
includes funding for projects and 
initiatives to enhance infrastructure, 
education, health care, and other key 
sectors. These development projects 
contribute to the overall development 
and welfare of the nation.
Before the budget becomes a reali-
ty, it must go through parliamentary 
approval. The process includes thor-
ough discussions to ensure transpar-
ency and accountability. The approv-
al of the budget marks a collective 
agreement on the government’s fi-
nancial plan for the coming year.
In essence, national budgeting is not 
just about numbers. It reflects the 
country’s priorities, goals and strat-
egies for the future. It affects every 
citizen, affecting the quality of pub-
lic services, economic stability and 
overall well-being. Understanding 
budget basics empowers individuals 
to engage in informed conversations 
about their country’s fiscal direction, 
and promotes more transparent and 
accountable governance. So, the next 
time you hear about the national bud-
get, remember that it’s not just about 
money. It is about shaping the future 
of the nation.
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Essence of Democracy Upheld Free Fair Elections  
Integral Democratic Progress — By Awrang Khan

Why the US sent the CIA chief to handle Israel-Hamas negotiations 
 —  By Bradley Blankenship

Layers of the National Budget
—  By Faiq Ali Shah

AI power
Artificial intelligence holds transformative pow-
er, revolutionising industries, economies, and 
our daily lives. Its ability to analyse vast datasets 
at incredible speeds enables unprecedented in-
sights, driving innovations and efficiency. From 
healthcare diagnostics to personalised rec
ommendations in entertainment, AI’s impact is 
persuasive.
In healthcare, AI assists in early disease de-

tection, enhancing treatment plans, and even 
predicting potential outbreaks. In business, it 
optimises processes, automates mundane tasks, 
and refines decision-making through predic
tive analytics. AI-powered virtual assistants 
streamline our interactions, making technology 
more accessible and intuitive. However, with 
great power comes responsibility. Ethical con
siderations and safeguards are crucial to ensure 
AI is deployed for the benefit of human beings. 

Balancing innovation with ethical guidelines 
ensures that AI contributes positively to society 
without causing harm. As we navigate this era 
of AI empowerment, fostering interdisciplinary 
collaboration and continuous dialogue is es-
sential. Harnessing AI’s power responsibly will 
unlock unprecedented possibilities, shaping a 
future where technology serves as a force for 
good.
AIMAN RASHID, Islamabad.

Letters to the Editor
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ISLAMABAD (Agencies): Caretaker 
Prime Minister Anwaar-ul-Haq Kakar 
on Tuesday said that under the consti-
tution, only parliament was mandat-
ed to legislate and stressed further re-
forms in the criminal justice system. 
Expressing his views on a private TV 
(Aik) news morning show, he opined 
that the conviction rate under the 
contemporary criminal justice system 
was very low, reflecting deficiencies 
and efforts to be made to plug the 

loopholes through effective legisla-
tion. To a question about terrorist 
groups in Balochistan province, the 
prime minister said that non-state ac-
tors had no right to unleash violence 
and the State had the responsibility 
to counter such terrorist acts. About 
90,000 people in the country had lost 
their lives in waves of terrorism, he 
said, adding whether it was not the 
onus of political parties and the par-
liamentarians to improve upon the 

criminal justice system to expedite 
the conviction rate! The prime minis-
ter maintained that he was speaking 
about the whole justice system, espe-
cially its lower tiers. “Whose responsi-
bility was to improve it? Carrying out 
legislative business under the consti-
tution is the onus of parliament,” he 
reiterated. Elaborating his viewpoint, 
he said that Baloch, Pashtuns and dif-
ferent settlers had been living in Ba-
lochistan for decades.

Elections: Training Session held at Bahawalpur 
Police Lines

Murder convict sent to gallows, four other  
sentenced in different cases

APHC-AJK condemns India’s brutal policies in 
IIOJK, urges UN intervention

Commissioner for timely completion of Digital 
Girdawri process

Citizens to get civic facilities at Fatima Jinnah 
Park: ICT Spokesman

DC orders fuel price inspection drive in capital

Death anniversary of renowned film actress 
Neelo Begum observed

AJK gears up for Kashmir Solidarity Day:  
A renewed pledge to end Indian occupation

BAHAWALPUR (APP): A training 
session of police officials of Bahawal-
pur police was held at Police Lines 
here who will perform duties in con-
nection with Elections 2024. Official 
sources said that District Police Of-
ficer, Bahawalpur, Syed Muhammad 
Abbas supervised the training pro-
gram organized for retired police of-
ficials at a hall of Bahawalpur police 
lines. The training program focused 
on equipping the participants with 
knowledge and skills to perform 
duties in connection with Elections 

2024. DSP (Legal), Abdul Rauf Javed 
and District Incharge, Security, Khu-
rram Zaka delivered their lectures 
at the training session. “Training of 
police officials and personnel of Ba-
hawalpur for performing duties in 
connection with Elections 2024 is 
held in the light of SOPs of Election 
Commission of Pakistan (ECP), said 
DPO Bahawalpur. He added that the 
officials and personnel of Bahawal-
pur police would perform their elec-
tion duties as per protocol and SOPs 
of ECP.

ATTOCK (Agencies): A murder con-
vict was sent to gallows, while four 
other convicts were sentenced in 
two different cases by respective 
courts of Attock district on Tuesday. 
In the first case, a court in Attock 
on Monday sentenced a convict to 
death for murdering his cousin for 
refusal his marriage proposal in Qa-
bla Bandi village in the limits of Haz-
ro Police station on January 1, 2023. 
The judge also imposed fine over 
the convict as damages. According 
to the FIR registered under sections 
302 and 311 of Pakistan Penal Code 
(PPC) at Hazro Police station, the ac-
cused Muhammad Murtaza had shot 
dead his cousin for not accepting 
his marriage proposal. The suspect 

fled however police later arrested 
him from his hideout through hu-
man and digital intelligence. Later 
during the trail, the prosecution pro-
duced substantial evidence against 
the accused which established in-
volvement of Mr Murtaza in the cold 
blood murder of the girl and subse-
quently sent the convict to gallows. 
The convict was also ordered to pay 
Rs 0.5 million as damages. Mean-
while in Jand town of Attock, the 
judicial magistrate Ghulam Shabbir 
has sentenced three years imprison-
ment to each three members of the 
thieves’ gang and they found guilty 
in the theft case registered against 
them at Bassal Police station on June 
9, 2023.

ISLAMABAD (Agencies): The All 
Parties Hurriyat Conference Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir (APHC-AJK) 
chapter has unequivocally rejected 
the Hindutva BJP regime’s brutal 
policies in occupied Jammu and 
Kashmir, and called for the UN in-
tervention to prevent worsening 
human rights situation in the terri-
tory. According to Kashmir Media 
Service, in a joint statement issued 
in Islamabad, APHC-AJK Convenor 
Mehmood Ahmed Saghar and Gen-
eral Secretary Shaikh Abdul Mateen 
stressed the urgent need to settle the 
longstanding Kashmir dispute in ac-
cordance with United Nations reso-
lutions. The leaders deplored India’s 
alleged intensification of atrocities, 

harassment, house raids, cordon 
and search operations and arbitrary 
arrests in the occupied territory. 
They urged India to abandon its op-
pressive policies and instead work 
towards a resolution recognizing the 
Kashmiri people’s right to self-deter-
mination. Despite the detentions of 
Hurriyat leadership and thousands 
of Kashmiri youth, the APHC-AJK 
leaders expressed confidence that 
the sacrifices made by Kashmiri 
martyrs would not be in vain. They 
called on the United Nations to take 
notice of the alleged atrocities com-
mitted by Indian troops, emphasiz-
ing that the implementation of UN 
resolutions remains the only viable 
solution to the Kashmir dispute.

SARGODHA (APP): Commission-
er Sargodha division Muhammad 
Ajmal Bhatti on Tuesday direct-
ed all the Deputy Commissioners, 
Assistant Commissioners (ACs) 
of Sargodha district to accelerate 
work to complete the task of digi-
tal Girdawari within stipulated time 
frame. Presiding over a meeting 
here, he reviewed the performance of 
all the DCs, ACs on digital Girdawari 
and operations against profiteering. 
The Commissioner said that digital 
Girdwarai started in 1657 mouzas all 
tehsils of the division.It includes 193 
mouzas of Sargodha,eight mouzas 
of Khushaab,nine mouzaas in Mian-
wali and 10 Mouzas in Bhakkar. He 

directed the ACs to personally visit 
all the areas in the field to review 
the process of digital Girdawari. He 
instructed the DCs and ACs to start 
work of digital Girdawari in all such 
areas as soon as possible where the 
process could not be started keep-
ing in view the legal requirements. 
Muhammad Ajmal Bhatti said that 
strict measures were being taken 
against profiteers and 270 profiteers 
were arrested in the division during 
January 13 to 29 while 13 FIRs were 
also lodged besides imposing fines 
amounting to over Rs 1.4 million on 
rules violators. He said that the ACs 
should continue their raids to con-
trol the prices of food items.

ISLAMABAD (Agencies): Deputy 
Commissioner (DC) Islamabad, Ir-
fan Nawaz Memon on Tuesday ini-
tiated the provision of convenient 
basic services to simplify the tedious 
process of vehicle registration and 
acquiring essential documents, The 
citizens hailing from nearby areas 
of Fatima Jinnah Park Bolan Gate 
F-9 can get civic facilities through 
a dedicated van from 03:00 to 05:00 
pm today, offering a hassle-free ex-
perience for residents seeking to 
register, transfer, or pay token tax 
for their vehicles, ICT spokesman Dr 
Abdullah Tabasum said. On the di-
rective of DC, the excise staff will be 
stationed at the park’s parking lot, 
streamlining the procedures related 
to vehicles. This initiative aligned 

with the commitment to make es-
sential services more accessible to 
the public. He said that adding to the 
convenience, the ‘Facilitation Cen-
ter Doorstep ICT Vehicle’ will also 
be available on-site. This doorstep 
service encompasses a variety of es-
sential documents, making it a one-
stop solution for residents, including 
domicile certificates and birth cer-
tificates to power of attorney and 
international driving permits, the 
ICT Doorstep Service aimed to cater 
for the diverse needs efficiently, he 
added. He further said that whether 
you need a fuel permit for domestic 
or commercial use, or looking to reg-
ister your motor vehicle seamlessly, 
the on-ground service will ensure a 
swift and straightforward process.

ISLAMABAD (Agencies): In re-
sponse to Deputy Commissioner 
Irfan Nawaz Memon’s directives, 
the Assistant Commissioner City 
conducted a thorough inspection 
of key areas, focusing on G-6, G-7, 
Blue Area, F-7, F-6, areas aimed at 
ensuring compliance with OGRA’s 
fixed fuel rates. Excitingly, the As-
sistant Commissioner made im-
pactful moves during the operation. 
Moreover during the operation one 
pump owner and four individuals 
found guilty of overcharging faced 
immediate arrest. Additionally, two 

people were apprehended for us-
ing faulty measuring instruments, 
adding another layer to the crack-
down. Dr. Abdullah Tabassum, the 
ICT spokesman on  Tuesday con-
firmed the swift action, highlighting 
the importance of adhering to reg-
ulated prices. As a stern warning, 
the authorities addressed concerns 
about poor sanitation, signaling a 
comprehensive approach to uphold 
standards in the city. This proactive 
initiative underscores the commit-
ment to fair practices and consumer 
protection.

ISLAMABAD (Agencies): Renowned 
actress of the film industry Nee-
lu Begum was remembered on her 
third anniversary on Tuesday. Neelu 
Begum started her professional ca-
reer in 1956 and gained popularity 
from the song ”Aaye Mosam  Ran-
geeley Sohaney” from the super 
hit film ‘Saat Laakh’. She received  
Nigar Award for her outstanding 
performance in the super hit film 
Zarqa. Neelu Begum was awarded 

Sitara-i-Imtiaz in 2022. She died in 
Lahore on January 30, 2021.

MIRPUR (Agencies): As the calen-
dar inches closer to February 5, the 
residents and authorities of Azad 
Jammu & Kashmir (AJK) are prepar-
ing to commemorate Kashmir Soli-
darity Day with heightened determi-
nation this Tuesday. Kashmiri rights 
advocate Sardar Amjad Yousaf re-
marked, “Kashmir Solidarity Day 
holds immense significance for the 
Kashmiri people on both sides of 
the Line of Control and worldwide. 
It serves as a reminder of the un-
breakable connection between the 
people and government of Pakistan 
and their Kashmiri brethren, show-
casing unwavering support for their 
struggle for liberation.” This annual 
observance extends across Pakistan 
and AJK, symbolizing solidarity with 
the residents of Occupied Jammu & 
Kashmir (IIOJK) in their rightful and 
principled pursuit of freedom from 
India’s illegitimate control. Despite 
grappling with a challenging situa-
tion since the Indian government’s 
revocation of Article 370 and 35-A 
on August 5, 2019, the inhabitants of 

IIOJK continue to exhibit resilience 
in their quest for self-determina-
tion. On this momentous day, AJK 
stands united in its endorsement of 
the Kashmiri people’s right to free-
dom, a cause acknowledged by the 
international community. Yousaf un-
derscored the necessity of resolving 
the Kashmir dispute between India 
and Pakistan, emphasizing its sta-
tus as a pivotal issue and regional 
flashpoint. Since its establishment 
in 1975, Kashmir Solidarity Day has 
been designated as a public holiday 
in Pakistan and AJK, reaffirming the 
commitment to bring an end to In-
dia’s unlawful and coercive occupa-
tion of Kashmir.

Caretaker PM underlines need for effective criminal justice system

Police goes under  
training for general 

elections duties

DC for strict implementation 
of code of conduct  

during polling

PMLN holds corner  
meeting in Shah Nikdar

Motorcycle-truck  
collision claims  

woman’s life in Karachi

BATTAGRAM (Agencies): In a bid to 
ensure foolproof security and con-
duct of peaceful general elections 
2024 Battagram police Tuesday con-
ducted a training for police officials 
who have been deputed for elections 
duty. Battagram police spokesper-
son revealed that intensive training 
sessions have commenced to foster 
a conducive environment for demo-
cratic processes following the direc-
tives of Inspector General of Police 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Akhtar Hayat 
Khan, and the Regional Police Offi-
cer Hazara, Muhammad Ajaz Khan.
The training session was conducted 
under the supervision of District Po-
lice Officer (DPO) Battagram while 
the DSP Headquarters, Sajid Nawaz 
Khan, and DSP Circle, Ali Manir 
Khan, ensured the effectiveness of 
the training program.

ATTOCK (APP): On the recom-
mendation of police and other law 
enforcement agencies, the district 
administration in consultation with 
the Election Commission of Paki-
stan (ECP) has categorised as many 
as 47 polling stations, out of 1017 
to be set up in Attock district for 
the upcoming February 8 general 
elections, as sensitive. The official 
sources said that out of these 1017 
polling stations, 24 had been placed 
in a category of “highly sensitive” 
whereas 47 had been declared “sen-
sitive” and put in Category-B while 
946 had been declared as normal. 
Deputy Commissioner Attock Rao 
Atif Raza while briefing the par-
ticipants informed that a control 
room has already been established 
to monitor the polling process be-
sides other matters like security 
situations when the polling materi-
al will be transported to the polling 
stations. He said there are two Na-
tional Assembly and five provincial 
assembly seats in the Attock district.

SARGODHA (Agencies): Pakistan 
Muslim League-Nawaz (PMLN) 
District General Secretary and can-
didate for PP-78 and NA-85 Rana 
Munawar Ghous Khan holds a ‘cor-
ner meeting’ at Shah Nikdar here 
on Tuesday,in connection with his 
election campaign for the upcom-
ing polls He said the PML-N was 
the only party that had a solution 
to people’s problems. “Under the 
leadership of Muhammad Nawaz 
Sharif, the party is united and can-
vassing with determination. Gen-
eral elections will bring democrat-
ic stability and elected candidates 
would be able to play their role in 
a better way,” he added. Party activ-
ists including Yousaf Shah Qureshi, 
Chaudhry Mumtaz Aziz,Chaudhry 
Nisar, PML-N Tehsil Sillanwali 
youth coordinator and other local 
representatives were also present.

ISLAMABAD (APP): A woman was 
killed and her husband sustained 
critical injuries when the motorcy-
cle was struck by a recklessly driv-
en truck near Water Pump Flyover 
Karachi. According to police, the 
rescue teams, swiftly responded to 
the scene and transported the de-
ceased and her injured husband to 
the hospital for further medical at-
tention, said a private news channel 
on Tuesday.
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PPP public welfare manifesto attracts opponent voters: Zardari
ISLAMABAD (Agencies): Pakistan 
Peoples Party (PPP) co-Chairman 
Asif Ali Zardari said that his party’s 
election campaign was attracting 
voters of political opponents due to 
public welfare manifesto. PPP chair-
man Bilawal has started a vigorous 
election campaign in Punjab and the 
results in the province would be sur-
prising, Zardari told a private news 
channel. The former president em-
phasized the need on constructive 
criticism during election campaigns 
instead of blaming their rivals. He 
expressed his views on various po-

litical matters, including the perfor-
mance of key political figures and 
the challenges facing the nation. 
Zardari expressed his concern for 
Balochistan’s future within Paki-
stan, emphasizing the need to care 
for the Baloch people and address 
their issues with affection. The PPP 
co-Chairman noted that political 
turmoil is expected to decrease after 
the elections, suggesting that nego-
tiations and discussions can pave 
the way for a more stable political 
environment. Asif Zardari hinted 
at talks with various political par-

ties, highlighting his commitment 
to dialogue and collaboration for 
the greater good. He advised all the 
political parties to reach out people 
across the country, from Khyber Pa-
khtunkhwa to Balochistan to win 
their confidence in upcoming elec-
tions. Describing Bilawal Bhutto as 
a reflection of PPP’s ideology, he 
stressed his party’s commitment to 
pushing forward its agenda. Zardari 
expressed confidence that the PPP 
will achieve favorable results in the 
general elections without relying on 
independent candidates.

Hardware factory  
material gutted

Fire erupts at Metropole 
Cinema Lahore

AC arrests 15 accused 
over pricehike

Muzaffargarh gets four 
women candidates for 

general elections

FAISALABAD (Agencies): Material 
in a hardware factory was reduced 
to ashes in the area of Saddar police 
station. Rescue 1122 said here on 
Tuesday that fire erupted in a fac-
tory situated at lower canal road,D-
huddiwala and engulfed the entire 
surroundings which burnt material 
worth millions of rupees present on 
the spot. Receiving information, fire 
fighters of Rescue 1122 reached the 
spot and brought the fire under con-
trol after hectic efforts. However, no 
loss of life was reported in this inci-
dent, he added.

ISLAMABAD (APP): A devastating 
fire erupted on Tuesday at the iconic 
Metropole Cinema situated on Ab-
bot Road in Lahore was brought un-
der control, averting any potential 
casualties. A rapid response from 
ten fire brigade vehicles and res-
cue teams participated in the oper-
ation. According to rescue officials, 
the cause of the fire was attributed 
to a short-circuit. Fortunately, no 
injuries or fatalities were reported 
in connection with the incident, ac-
cording to a private news channel. 
Despite the absence of human casu-
alties, the blaze caused substantial 
damage to valuable items and cine-
ma equipment within the premises.

ISLAMABAD (Agencies): Follow-
ing the directives of Deputy Com-
missioner Islamabad, Assistant 
Commissioner (AC) Potohar Sub 
Division on Tuesday raided various 
areas of the Division to ensure price 
lists of edible commodities. During 
the raid at a vegetable market, po-
lice arrested 15 accused over the vi-
olations of price hikes. The accused 
were involved in overpricing and for 
not showing price lists of edibles. He 
also served notices and warnings to 
rule violators. On the occasion, AC 
warned that strict compliance with 
the government price of edibles 
would be ensured and no one would 
be allowed to violate the rules. It is 
pertinent to mention here that the 
crackdown against encroachers and 
price hikes is being continued daily

MUZAFFARGARH (APP): In a pleas-
ant twist appeared around local pol-
itics, four women are set to contest 
elections from different constitu-
encies in the upcoming elections 
scheduled to be held on Feb 8. Nazia 
Jamshed Dasti, wife of Jamshed Das-
ti who has emerged as potential can-
didate, is ready to contest as an inde-
pendent candidate but potentially as 
PTI’s candidate in NA-176. Shaesta 
Kanwal, another woman candidate, 
is also contesting independently 
from NA- 175. Former MPA Farooq 
Khar’s daughter Nadia Farooq Khar 
is a PTI-backed candidate from PP-
277. Shehrbanu, daughter of former 
MNA Basit Sultan Bukhari, is con-
testing on PML-N ticket from NA-
177. His mother and wife of Basit 
Sultan Bukhari, Zahra Basit Bukhari, 
is contesting as an independent can-
didate from PP 274. Expressing 
content on increasing number of 
participation of the women, locals of 
the opinion that it’s manifestation of 
breakout self-confidence and politi-
cal consciousness among women of 
district Muzaffargarh.

ECP to complete ballot paper printing  
till February 2

EU delegation held meeting with Sindh Home 
Minister to discuss election arrangements

Arrangements reviewed for general  
elections in Dera

Tourists advised to get weather updates  
before visiting Murree

Candidates face penalties for violating  
election rules in KP

Benazir Kafaalat stipends amount increased 
up to Rs 10,500

Minister discusses peaceful conduct  
of General Elections

ISLAMABAD (Agencies): The Elec-
tion Commission of Pakistan (ECP) 
will complete the printing of ballot 
papers till February 2, while the de-
livery of ballot papers has already 
continued in all four provinces. 
“After the announcement of gener-
al elections across the country on 
February 8 and allocation of elec-
tion symbols, the ECP has started 
the printing of ballot papers from 
January 16,” the spokesman told 
APP. He said the preparations for 
holding the general polls are rapid-
ly progressing towards completion 
and the printing of ballot papers is 
progressing satisfactory while print-
ing of papers is going on in three 

government presses. The ongoing 
printing process involves 270 tons 
of special paper, he said, adding that 
printing for Balochistan and Sindh 
constituencies is continuing in Kara-
chi, while for Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 
Punjab, and Islamabad constitu-
encies, the ballot papers are being 
printed at the government printing 
office in Islamabad. The spokesman 
said the distinctive watermarks will 
embellish the ballot papers, which 
are slated to be printed using three 
different machines. Stringent se-
curity measures have been imple-
mented at the Printing Corporation 
premises throughout the ballot pa-
per production process.

KARACHI (APP): A four-member 
delegation of the European Union 
called on Sindh Caretaker Minister 
for Home and Prison Brig. (R) Haris 
Nawaz here on Tuesday and dis-
cussed 8n detail the arrangements for 
the February 08 elections. Home Sec-
retary Sindh Iqbal Memon was also 
present on the occasion. The meeting 
also discussed the measures with spe-
cial reference to law & order and ad-
ministrative arrangements to ensure 
free, fair and transparent polls. The 
Home Minister briefed the delegation 
about the security measures and said 
that full cooperation was being ex-
tended to the Election Commission of 

Pakistan in transparently conducting 
the elections. He reiterated the gov-
ernment’s resolve to fulfil its duty of 
ensuring timely, free, fair and trans-
parent elections, stressing that the 
caretaker setup would remain fully 
impartial. He added that it was the 
constitutional responsibility of the 
caretaker government to provide full 
security to the voters and contesting 
candidates and the government had 
been taking measures to this end in 
a proper manner. The EU delegation 
hoped with a positive note that the 
caretaker government, ECP will be 
able to hold free and fair elections by 
the constitution of Pakistan.

DERA ISMAIL KHAN (Agencies): 
Deputy Commissioner Mansoor Ar-
shad has underlined the need for 
making effective arrangements to 
ensure a secure and peaceful envi-
ronment for the upcoming general 
elections. He expressed these views 
while chairing a meeting to review ar-
rangements for the general elections 
scheduled to be held on Feb 8. The 
meeting was attended by officials and 
representatives from the health, ed-
ucation, local government, livestock, 
C&W, fisheries, water management, 
agriculture, Tehsil Municipal Admin-
istration(TMA), traffic police, Gomal 
University, Gomal Medical College, 
Regional Transpoart Authority(RTA), 

and other relevant departments. The 
meeting was given detailed briefings 
about the arrangements by each de-
partment. The deputy commission-
er emphasized that all departments 
should fulfill their responsibilities ef-
ficiently to ensure a smooth election 
process, leading to transparent and 
fair polls in the district. He also di-
rected for adhering to the prescribed 
SOPs and Code of Conduct for the 
upcoming elections, including com-
pliance with specified sizes for adver-
tisements, refraining from hanging 
banners on worship places and gov-
ernment buildings, obtaining NOCs 
for rallies or corner meetings and 
avoiding provocative speeches etc.

RAWALPINDI (APP): The Murree 
district administration has advised 
the tourists to get weather updates 
and traffic-related information pri-
or to traveling to Murree. Accord-
ing to a Murree district administra-
tion spokesman, the administration 
on the special directives of Deputy 
Commissioner (DC) Murree, Za-
heer Abbas Sherazi had finalized all 
arrangements for snowfall season. 
The tourists were being given infor-
mation about weather updates and 
travel advisories at all entry points of 
Murree, he added. He said that the 
tourists had been advised to take all 
due precautions. The tourists had 
also been requested to follow the 
instructions being given at the entry 

points, he said adding, that strict ac-
tion by the law was also being tak-
en against parking rules violators. 
Murree District Administration had 
set up a special control room to fa-
cilitate the people, particularly tour-
ists, he added. The control room was 
working round the clock under the 
supervision of senior officers. In case 
of any difficulty, the tourists could 
get help and guidance from the tour-
ist facilitation centers. The citizens 
were also advised to follow the traffic 
rules to ensure the flow of traffic on 
the roads. The tourists could contact 
Emergency Service, Rescue-1122, 
Tourism Helpline-1421, or PDMA 
Helpline-1129 in case of emergency, 
he added.

ISLAMABAD (APP): District Mon-
itoring Officers in Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa are issuing notices and 
fines to candidates for violating 
election rules, as per the Election 
Commission of Pakistan’s (ECP) 
instructions. According to the so-
cial media post of ECP spokesman, 
District Monitoring Officer Sahiw-
al, Paigham Ghani, has fined Rana 
Aamir Shahzad Tahir, a candidate 

of NA-141, Rs. 50,000 for breaching 
the code of conduct. District Mon-
itoring Officer in Mardan has im-
posed a fine of Rs. 50,000 on Jamat 
e Islami candidate Aqib Ismael of 
NA-23 for erecting king-size hoard-
ings. The Deputy Commissioner 
in Mardan has instructed the can-
didate to deposit the receipt after 
paying the fine into the national 
exchequer.

ISLAMABAD (APP): The Benazir 
Income Support Programme (BISP) 
has increased the amount of the 
quarterly stipends of Benazir Kaf-
aalat programme up to Rs 10,500 
for this year, in order to provide fi-
nancial relief to the beneficiaries. 
“The first quarterly payment of this 
years will be Rs 10,500 which will 
be issued during the current month 
(February). For any information and 
query, the beneficiaries can contact 
the BISP offices and toll free number 
080026477”, Secretary BISP, Amir 
Ali Ahmad said.The quarterly Bena-
zir Education Stipends will be issued 
from the month of March including 
Rs 2500 (Primary), Rs. 3500 (Sec-
ondary) and Rs 4500 (higher second-
ary) for the girl students. While for 

the boy students, Rs. 2000 (Primary), 
Rs. 3000 (Secondary) and Rs. 4000 
(Higher Secondary) will be issued 
during the period. The special bonus 
of Rs 3000 will be given to the girls 
at the completion of primary educa-
tion. Under the Benazir Nashonuma 
scheme, the quarterly stipend of Rs 
2500 will be issued to per Pregnant 
and Lactating Mother (PLW) and boy 
child while Rs 3,000 will be given to 
the girl child. However, in the flood 
affected areas, Rs 3500 will be issued 
to PLW and boy child each while Rs 
4,000 will be given to the girl child. 
The Nashonuma programme aims 
to address stunting among PLW and 
their children of less than two years 
of age through the provision of these 
stipends.

SUKKUR (Agencies): Caretaker Minis-
ter for Law and Human Rights Sindh, 
Barrister Muhammad Umar Soomro 
has held a meeting with concerned of-
ficers to discuss the peaceful conduct 
of upcoming general elections and re-
view the preparations here. Minister in 
his remarks, assured full support from 
the Sindh government for the seam-

less execution of the election process. 
He emphasized the implementation of 
the Election Commission’s code of con-
duct, and measures will be taken to en-
sure compliance. The minister further 
stated that law enforcement, including 
the police and other security agencies, 
will play a pivotal role in upholding the 
rule of law during the electoral process.
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Saudi Aramco maintains MSC at 12m bpd in accordance with ministry directive 

Toyota sets new global record for annual vehicle sales

Aramco ordered to halt plans to boost capacity in major U-turn

Amazon scraps US$1.7bil iRobot buyout after EU objections

Boeing withdraws bid for safety exemption

Neuralink installs brain implant in first patient, says Musk

CNN Philippines to close due to financial losses

RIYADH (Agencies):  Saudi Aram-
co announced on Jan. 30 that it will 
maintain its maximum sustainable 
capacity at 12 million barrels per 
day, following the directive from the 
Ministry of Energy.  The oil giant 
has emphasized its commitment to 
this directive, choosing not to fur-
ther increase the MSC to 13 million 
barrels per day, as stated in a press 
release.  The determination of the 
MSC aligns with the regulations set 
forth by the state, as outlined in the 
Hydrocarbons Law through Royal 

Decree M/37, dated Dec. 20, 2017, 
the release added.  Saudi Aramco 
plans to update its capital spending 
guidance when revealing its full-
year 2023 results in March.  Amin 
Nasser, CEO of Aramco, mentioned 

in October 2023 at the Energy In-
telligence Forum that the company 
has the capability to increase oil 
production capacity “in a couple 
of weeks” in response to the rising 
global demand. The petroleum re-
fineries company has reported an 
8.31 percent increase in net profit in 
the third quarter of 2023, reaching 
SR122.19 billion ($32.6 billion) com-
pared to the previous three months. 
This increase was primarily driven 
by higher crude oil prices and im-
proved refining margins.

TOKYO (Agencies):  Japan’s Toyota 
said Tuesday that it sold a record 11.2 
million vehicles in 2023, cementing 
its position as the world’s top-selling 
automaker for the fourth successive 
year thanks to a recovery in demand 
in all regions and easing semicon-
ductor shortages. The figure, which 
represents units shifted by the firm 
and its subsidiaries, represented a 
jump of 7.2% on-year and compares 
with 9.2 million for Germany’s Volk-
swagen Group, whose unit sales 
soared 12%. South Korea’s Hyund-

ai-Kia retained third place in 2023 
with 7.3 million units sold, up 6.7%. 
In terms of market value, however, 
Elon Musk’s US electric automaker 
Tesla remains number one ahead of 
the Japanese giant. Toyota on Tues-

day credited for its performance “sol-
id demand in each region, in addition 
to easing semiconductor shortages 
in each region.”“We will continue to 
carefully monitor the parts supply 
situation and make every effort to 
deliver as many vehicles as possible 
to our customers at the earliest date,” 
a statement added. Tuesday’s figure 
combined sales for the Toyota, Lex-
us, Daihatsu and Hino brands, and 
beat its own previous record of 10.7 
million set in 2019, the year before it 
overtook Volkswagen.

RIYADH (Agencies):  Saudi Arabia 
has ordered energy giant Aramco 
to maintain its oil production ca-
pacity at 12 million barrels per day, 
abandoning a planned increase, the 
firm said on Tuesday. “Aramco an-
nounces that it has received a direc-
tive from the ministry of energy to 
maintain its maximum sustainable 
capacity (MSC) at 12 million bar-
rels per day” instead of ramping it 
up to 13 million bpd, the firm said in 
a statement. “The company will up-
date its capital spending guidance 

when its full-year 2023 results are 
announced in March.” Saudi Arabia 
is the world’s largest crude exporter 
and Aramco is the jewel of the Gulf 
kingdom’s economy.  Aramco’s prof-
its are expected to finance Crown 

Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s 
sweeping economic and social re-
form programme known as Vision 
2030, which aims to lay the ground-
work for an eventual post-oil future. 
Riyadh announced the planned pro-
duction capacity increase in October 
2021, the same month it pledged to 
achieve net zero carbon emissions 
by 2060 –- drawing intense scepti-
cism from environmental activists. 
Aramco has pledged to achieve 
“operational net-zero” carbon emis-
sions by 2050.

WASHINGTON (Agencies):  Ama-
zon on Monday said it was dropping 
its plans to buy the iRobot vacuum 
maker after the EU’s antitrust au-
thority objected to the plan over 
competition concerns. The news 
sent shares in iRobot into a tailspin, 
and the device maker followed the 
announcement of the failed deal 
with a restructuring plan that would 
see 350 jobs, or 30% of the company, 
laid off and the departure of its CEO. 
“We’re disappointed that Amazon’s 
acquisition of iRobot could not pro-
ceed,” said David Zapolsky, Amazon 

SVP and General Counsel. The EU 
in July opened an antitrust investi-
gation into Amazon’s US$1.7 billion 
purchase of iRobot, which is best 
known for its Roomba self-operat-
ing vacuum cleaners. Brussels at the 
time said it was probing whether the 

acquisition would allow Amazon to 
“restrict competition” and “strength-
en its position as an online market-
place provider.” The EU said it was 
especially concerned that Amazon’s 
role as the world’s preeminent in-
ternet retail hub would allow it to 
crush competition from other vac-
uum-makers seeking online buyers. 
The European Commission also 
pointed to questions over how Ama-
zon would use the data collected by 
iRobot’s self-driving devices that up-
load detailed information about the 
user’s personal home.

WASHINGTON (Agencies):  Boeing 
BA.N confirmed late on Monday it 
is withdrawing a request it made to 
the Federal Aviation Administration 
last year seeking an exemption from 
a safety standard for its 737 MAX 7 
that is awaiting certification. Sena-
tor Tammy Duckworth, who chairs 
an aviation subcommittee, said last 
week she opposed Boeing’s exemp-
tion request that would “prema-
turely allow the 737 MAX 7 to enter 

commercial service.” She noted the 
exemption Boeing had sought “in-
volves an anti-ice system that can 
overheat and cause the engine na-

celle to break apart and fall off. This 
could generate fuselage-penetrating 
debris, which could endanger pas-
sengers in window seats behind the 
wing.” Boeing said late on Monday 
“while we are confident that the pro-
posed time-limited exemption for 
that system follows established FAA 
processes to ensure safe operation, 
we will instead incorporate an engi-
neering solution that will be complet-
ed during the certification process.”

SAN FRANCISCO (Agencies):  Elon 
Musk on Tuesday said his Neuralink 
startup had installed a brain implant 
in its first human patient with “promis-
ing” initial results. The neurotechnol-
ogy company co-founded by Musk in 
2016 aims to build direct communica-
tion channels between the brain and 
computers. The ambition is to super-
charge human capabilities, treat neu-
rological disorders like ALS or Par-
kinson’s, and maybe one day achieve 
a symbiotic relationship between hu-

mans and artificial intelligence. “The 
first human received an implant from 
Neuralink yesterday and is recover-
ing well,” Musk said in a post on X, 
formerly Twitter. “Initial results show 

promising neuron spike detection,” 
he added. The start-up last year said 
it won approval from US regulators to 
test its brain implants in people. Neu-
ralink’s technology will mainly work 
through an implant called the “Link” – 
a device about the size of five stacked 
coins that is placed inside the human 
brain through invasive surgery. Ac-
cording to data company Pitchbook, 
last year California-based Neuralink 
had more than 400 employees and has 
raised at least $363 million.

MANILA (Agencies):  CNN Philippines 
will stop operations from January 31 
due to “significant financial losses”, its 
owner announced Monday, in the lat-
est blow for the media industry in the 
Southeast Asian nation. The broadcast-
er began operating in the Philippines in 
2015 as a franchise of CNN, delivering 
mainly English-language news on free-
to-air, cable and pay television. Staff 
were told Monday of the decision to 
shut down news and production oper-
ations on all platforms. “The decision 
follows significant financial losses sus-
tained over the past years, despite rig-

orous efforts to adapt and innovate in a 
rapidly evolving and challenging media 
landscape,” CNN Philippines-owner 
Nine Media Corporation said, without 
providing details. “We are aware of 
the impact of this closure on our val-
ued employees and talents, we assure 

all affected staff will be provided with 
severance packages.” The closure will 
affect around 300 employees, a mem-
ber of staff told AFP on the condition 
of anonymity.The National Union of 
Journalists of the Philippines said the 
closure meant “one less source of reli-
able information for the public at a time 
when disinformation and misinforma-
tion are rampant”. Broadcasting giant 
ABS-CBN — a critic of then president 
Rodrigo Duterte — was forced to slash 
its operations in 2020 after advertising 
revenues were ravaged by the loss of its 
free-to-air licence.

French economy grows 0.9% in 2023,  
stagnant in second half

Singapore investment pledges almost halved 
to US$9.5bil in 2023

Yuan transactions hit one-third of total Russian 
export payments

Renault slams brakes on listing of  
Ampere EV division

Dollar keeps tight ranges ahead of Fed  
meeting, jobs data

New post-Brexit customs checks spark UK  
border worries

PARIS (Agencies): The French 
economy grew 0.9% in 2023 but 
stagnated in the last two quarters 
of the year, official data showed on 
Tuesday. The annual growth figure 
in the eurozone’s second biggest 
economy was just under the gov-
ernment’s forecast of 1% and down 
from 2.5% in 2022. France record-
ed zero growth most of the year 
except in the second quarter when 
the economy expanded by 0.7%, 
according to the INSEE statistics 
agency. Household consumption, a 
key driver of the economy, slowed 

to 0.7% overall in 2023, falling 
slightly in the last three months of 
the year. France, however, has per-
formed better than Germany, the 
eurozone’s biggest economy, which 
is expected to be in recession in 
2023 and 2024.

SINGAPORE (Agencies): Singa-
pore said investment commitments 
last year slowed to S$12.7 billion 
(US$9.5 billion) from a record 
S$22.5 billion in 2022, with author-
ities viewing the performance as a 
show of confidence in the city-state 
in a tough global business environ-
ment. The commitments are expect-
ed to create 20,045 jobs over the next 
five years, according to the Econom-
ic Development Board, the coun-
try’s investment promotion agency. 
About 58% of those jobs are likely 
to be in services, 26% in research 
and development and the remaining 
16% in manufacturing. “The flow of 
investment commitments demon-
strate confidence in Singapore as a 

trusted hub for business, innovation 
and talent, and a gateway to a grow-
ing Asian region,” the EDB said in a 
statement Tuesday. While the latest 
investment pledges pale in compar-
ison to 2022’s record showing, au-
thorities weren’t expecting to repeat 
that performance amid mounting 
global headwinds. The EDB said the 
2023 commitments were still better 
than its medium- to long-term goals.

MOSCOW (Agencies): Use of the 
Chinese yuan to pay for Russian 
exports has increased 86 times to 
34.5% of total payments over the 
past two years, Russia’s Central 
Bank governor Elvira Nabiullina 
told Russian state news agency RIA 
in an interview published on Tues-
day. The comments were Nabiulli-
na’s first public remarks after she 
cancelled several scheduled appear-
ances and amid media speculation 
about her health. She said use of the 
Chinese currency in Russian imports 
payments had also risen sharply, up 
eightfold to 36.4% over the same pe-
riod. “Our foreign economic activity 
is very actively switching to the use 

of other (than dollar) currencies, 
primarily the yuan,” Nabiullina said. 
It was not clear when the interview 
was conducted but any news sug-
gesting Nabiullina may be back at 
work is important for investors, 
given the power the central bank 
wields over the rouble rate through 
its capital controls, and over the 
economy in general with banking 
regulations and interest rates.

PARIS (Agencies): French automak-
er Renault said Monday that it was 
halting the initial public offering of 
its EV unit Ampere, saying market 
conditions were unfavourable to list 
the company’s shares. In a sweeping 
overhaul unveiled in 2022, Renault 
decided to split off its electric vehicle 
unit into Ampere, hoping that run-
ning it as a separate company would 
make it more agile in the rapidly de-
veloping sector. Ampere launched 
in November 2023 and plans were 
to list the unit’s shares on the stock 
exchange in the first half of 2024 at 
an estimated valuation of eight to 10 
billion euros, or as much as Renault. 
Although leading European and US 
stock indices are flirting with record 

highs, the carmaker said it was pull-
ing the IPO. “Renault Group consid-
ers that the current equity market 
conditions are not met to optimally 
pursue the IPO process in the best 
interests of Renault Group, its share-
holders and Ampere,” the company 
said. “Therefore, considering both 
current equity market conditions 
and stronger cash generation, Re-
nault Group has decided to cancel 
the Ampere IPO process,” it added.

TOKYO (Agencies): The dollar held 
narrow ranges against its major 
peers on Tuesday, as traders awaited 
the Federal Reserve’s monetary poli-
cy decision for clues on when the US 
central bank might cut rates. In the 
meantime, jobs opening data from 
the US Department of Labor Statis-
tics due later in the day will act as a 
preview to the closely watched pay-
roll report to be released on Friday. 
The dollar was steady in the Asian 
morning, with market participants 
moving cautiously ahead of the two-

day FOMC meeting that kicks off on 
Tuesday. While the Fed is expected 
to hold interest rates, the focus on 
the tone that Fed Chair Jerome Pow-
ell strikes at the press conference on 
Wednesday and any hints of rate cuts 
in the near future.

LONDON (Agencies): The UK will 
finally roll out post-Brexit border 
checks Wednesday on food, plant 
and animal products imported from 
the EU, fanning fears of more price 
hikes, empty shelves and even Val-
entine’s Day flower shortages. The 
long-awaited move will affect din-
ner-table staples from across the 

Channel, such as ham, sausages and 
cured meat, as well as butter, cheese 
and cream. It will also affect cut flow-
ers. The changes have been delayed 
five times because of fears about the 
knock-on effect on the sluggish UK 
economy and inflation, which re-
mains elevated amid a broader cost-
of-living crisis.
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– �It’s a general reading which may 
differ from person to person be-
cause of time date and year.

– ARIES: Your emotional life is more 
intense than usual, and while that 
might cause some minor troubles in 
your daily routine, you should find 
that certain insights make life more 
enjoyable in the long run.
– TAURUS: Your emotions are much 
stronger than usual, which could be 
good or bad. If it all seems hopeless 
or overwhelming, try to turn it all 
around so you can get a fresh start 
sometime in the near future.
– GEMINI: Try not to worry too much 
about your health, though you may 
be feeling extra weird in a way that 
suggests you should. Get a checkup 
if you like, but a little stress relief 
may be all you need.
– CANCER: Life is a little crazy right 
now, but you get a sense that it’s all 
for the best. You may need to get 
through a rough patch, but you can 
tell that you’re up to it, even if you 
can’t see very far ahead.
– LEO: Small details pop up from 
beneath the surface today and make 
you wonder what else you may have 

been missing. It’s a great time to take 
a fresh look at old problems and see 
what has changed.
– VIRGO: See if you can dig a little 
more deeply into today’s big ques-
tions. You’ve got the right kind of 
energy for ferreting out clues and 
pursuing new leads as far as they can 
take you.
– LIBRA: It’s time for you to push 
yourself somewhat harder and go in 
a little deeper, no matter what you 
find yourself doing. It’s a good time 
for you to get your family to really 
confront that one big issue.
– SCORPIO: You don’t have to try to 
attract people (or ideas, money, or 
whatever else you want). Your mag-
netic energy does all the hard work 
for you, so see if you can point it in 
the right direction!
– SAGITTARIUS: Just because you’re 
moody, it doesn’t mean you’re mak-
ing any mistakes or anyone close to 
you needs to be punished. Dive deep 
into that dark place if you want to 
come out any time soon!
– CAPRICORN: Try not to worry too 
much about the latest shenanigans 
at work or home. You are more de-
tached from it all than you realize, 
and things should start to go your 
way soon anyway!
– ACQUARIUS: Your deepest emo-
tions are rising to the surface and 
making you wonder about what 
comes next for you and maybe for 
your love life too. Doubt doesn’t work 
for you, so try to move beyond it!
– PISCES: Making decisions is tough 
now, at least for you. It’s a good time 
to defer to others and make sure that 
they have all the information they 
need from you. Enjoy the good spiri-
tual vibe too!
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Russian figure skater Kamila Valieva suspended four years for doping

‘Football isn’t easy’, Australia’s Ryan tells critics

Simon Yates to go ‘all guns blazing’ at the AlUla Tour

WTA roundup: Top seed falls in Thailand

Sens come back from 3 down, top Predators in OT

Saudi Arabia’s Yara Al-Hogbani set for Mubadala Abu Dhabi Open bow

Passion in stands match drama on pitch at AFC Asian Cup in Qatar

LAUSANNE (Agencies): Russian fig-
ure skater Kamila Valieva received a 
four-year ban from the Court of Arbi-
tration for Sport (CAS) on Monday for 
failing a doping test prior to the 2022 
Winter Olympics. A Russian Anti-Dop-
ing Agency (RUSADA) investigation 
had found the teenager bore “no fault 
or negligence” for a failed test before 
the 2022 Winter Olympics, where she 
won team gold aged 15. But on Mon-
day, CAS upheld an appeal by the 
World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA). 
“A period of four years ineligibility is 
imposed on Ms Valieva,” CAS said. “All 

competitive results of Ms Valieva from 
25 Dec. 2021 are disqualified, with all 
the resulting consequences.” WADA 
welcomed the ban but took aim at 
those who had doped Valieva, now 
17. “The doping of children is unfor-

givable,” WADA said in a statement, 
urging “governments to consider pass-
ing legislation — as some have done 
already — — making the doping of mi-
nors a criminal offense.” By contrast, 
the Kremlin slammed what it called a 
“politicized” decision. “Of course, we 
don’t agree with it... From my point 
of view, of course, it’s politicized,” 
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov 
told Russian news agencies. Russia’s 
Olympic Committee (ROC) said the 
decision proved that “war has been 
declared on Russian sport and, as we 
see, all methods are good.”

AL RAYYAN (Agencies): Australia cap-
tain Mat Ryan has dismissed criticism of 
the Socceroos’ Asian Cup campaign as 
“outside noise” while admitting that the 
team can improve ahead of the quar-
terfinals. Australia’s 4-0 win over 146th-
ranked Indonesia drew only faint praise 
in home media while fans lamented the 
team’s lack of fluidity in attack. The vic-
tory came after coach Graham Arnold 
defended his squad’s performance after 
an unconvincing 1-1 draw with Uzbeki-
stan in the group stage. Ryan said results 
were all that mattered. “There can be a 
lot of outside noise and all that about, you 

know, the team should be doing this and 
doing that,” he said. “But you know foot-
ball isn’t easy … Everyone claims that it 
is from the outside. “When you’re out 
here and you’re a professional footbal-
ler and you take on another team that’s 
trying to do everything that they can to 

win a game, it’s not easy. “All due respect 
to Indonesia, they gave it a good crack.” 
Australia, the 2015 champions, will play 
either Saudi Arabia or South Korea in 
the quarterfinals. Australia will hope to 
have forward Craig Goodwin ready to 
start after he came off the bench against 
Indonesia around the hour-mark, hav-
ing missed the Uzbekistan game with a 
hamstring strain. “I feel like we’ve still 
got a lot of improvement in us and I 
think that’s a good sign going forward,” 
said Ryan. “We’re a tight-knit group of 
boys. We all treat each other like broth-
ers and it’s like a family in here.”

ALULA (Agencies): Simon Yates, lead-
er of Team Jayco AlUla, says he is 
ready for the AlUla Tour taking place 
from Jan. 30 to Feb. 3, after some dis-
appointment in previous racing. “The 
Tour Down Under was an OK week,” 
he said. “We were close on many occa-
sions, aggressive and assertive where 
we rode, but unfortunately, we didn’t 
get the result we hoped for.” Yates 
outlined the team’s goals at AlUla, em-

phasizing the importance of the gen-
eral classification. “There are some 

tricky stages to navigate for me,” he 
said. “Being a smaller guy, I am not 
the strongest in the crosswinds, which 
there could be here. But once we get 
to the climbing stage, it’s all guns blaz-
ing and all-in for me.” Preparation 
includes adapting to the heat, with 
Yates adding: “The heat was one of the 
reasons to go to the Tour Down Un-
der first. That was the idea: to be well 
adapted to any heat here in AlUla.”

BANGKOK (Agencies): Diana Shnaider 
knocked out top-seeded Magda Linette 
of Poland 6-4, 1-6, 6-1 on Monday in a 
stunning start to the Thailand Open 
in Hua Hin, Thailand. The 19-year-old 
Russian saved six of nine break points 
against the 2020 tournament champion, 
finishing the match in two hours and 
nine minutes. Up next for Shnaider is 
Spain’s Paula Badosa, who rallied to beat 
Thai teen Lanlana Tararudee 3-6, 6-4, 
6-1 in just under two hours. No. 3 seed 
Xinyu Wang and No. 5 Xiyu Wang of 

China both advanced. Japan’s Nao Hibi-
no overcame a 5-0 deficit for a 7-6 (4), 6-0 
win against Kamilla Rakhimova of Rus-
sia. Hungary’s Dalma Galfi and Switzer-

land’s Viktorija Golubic both won their 
openers in straight sets. Upper Austria 
Ladies Linz England’s Katie Boulter 
saved all five break points she faced and 
cruised to a 6-2, 6-2 upset of No. 6 seed 
Jasmine Paolini of Italy in first-round ac-
tion in Austria. Russia’s Anastasia Pavly-
uchenkova saved all three break points 
in a 6-4, 6-0 win against Martina Trevis-
an of Italy. Latvia’s Jelena Ostapenko is 
the No. 1 seed. Russia’s Anastasia Pota-
pova is the defending champion and the 
No. 5 seed.

NEW YORK (Agencies): Claude Gir-
oux’s overtime winner gave the Ottawa 
Senators a stunning 4-3 comeback vic-
tory over the visiting Nashville Preda-
tors on Monday. The Senators trailed 
3-0 after the first period but stormed 
back thanks to a revived offense and 
a perfect relief effort from goaltender 
Joonas Korpisalo. Starter Mads Soga-
ard was pulled after allowing three 
goals on 11 first-period shots, and 
Korpisalo then stopped all 17 shots he 

faced the rest of the way. Brady Tka-
chuk and Tim Stutzle each had a goal 
and an assist, with Stutzle’s helper set-

ting up Giroux during a two-on-one 
rush in overtime. Drake Batherson 
scored Ottawa’s other goal.
Monday’s result ended a two-game 
(0-1-1) skid for the Senators, who are 
4-1-2 in their past seven games. The 
Predators are 0-1-1 in their past two 
games, and 1-3-1 in their past five. Phil-
ip Tomasino had a goal and an assist, 
and Roman Josi had two assists. Mi-
chael McCarron and Yakov Trenin also 
scored for the Predators.

ABU DHABI (Agencies): Saudi Arabia’s 
Yara Al-Hogbani is gearing up for the 
next significant step in her tennis career 
when she takes part in the Mubada-
la Abu Dhabi Open from Feb. 3-11 at 
Zayed Sports City. The 19-year-old re-
ceived a wild card for the second edition 
of the tournament in the UAE capital 
and will step on the court for her qualifi-
er this weekend. The identity of her op-
ponent will be announced after Friday’s 
draw. The Mubadala Abu Dhabi Open 
will represent the highest profile tourna-

ment yet that Al-Hogbani has taken part 
in, with likes of Tunisian star and crowd 
favorite Ons Jabeur, former world No. 
1 Naomi Osaka and US Open winner 
Emma Raducanu — also a wild card — 

part of a strong line-up. Having turned 
professional at the age of 14, Al-Hogba-
ni became the first-ever Saudi woman 
to win a professional tennis event in 
2022, defeating Tamara Ermakova to 
claim the J5 Isa Town tournament in 
Bahrain. “I’m very happy to have been 
awarded a wild card for the qualifiers at 
this year’s Mubadala Abu Dhabi Open 
and I’m looking forward to testing my-
self against some great players,” said 
the Saudi starlet last week after the an-
nouncement of her participation.

DOHA (Agencies): This AFC Asian 
Cup has had its fair share of surpris-
es. There has been Iraq’s stunning win 
over Japan, Malaysia’s remarkable 
last-minute equalizer to draw 3-3 with 
South Korea, and Tajikistan’s fairytale 
run to the quarterfinals. It is turning out 
to be a tournament to remember. And 
consider also the drama at the Khalifa 
International Stadium yesterday when 
Jordan scored twice in second-half 
stoppage time to stun Iraq 3-2 and 
knock the 2007 champions out of the 
tournament. But the scenes off the pitch 
have arguably been the biggest sur-
prise of all. Following so soon after the 
magic of Qatar 2022 was always going 
to be a tough task, especially for a tour-

nament that does not have the same 
broad appeal as the World Cup and at-
tracts significantly fewer overseas fans. 
But while the scale may be different, 
the same atmosphere generated by the 
World Cup can be seen in the stadiums 
and throughout the streets of Doha, 
most notably the narrow confines of 
Souq Waqif. The historic marketplace, 
a labyrinthine of narrow alleyways, has 

long been a gathering place where lo-
cals and Bedouins would meet to trade 
a variety of goods, including fish, goats 
and wool. While it is now essentially a 
tourist attraction, selling a mix of tour-
ist and traditional items, its status as a 
meeting place remains and whereas 
once it was fish and goats being traded, 
now it is football culture. Fans from all 
over including Qatar, Iraq, Saudi Ara-
bia and Malaysia have had their turn 
to take over the famous marketplace, 
with thousands upon thousands de-
scending to sing and dance their way 
into the night in their traditional style. 
It has created a vibe and momentum 
around the tournament that is as intox-
icating as it is unexpected.

Ivory Coast stun AFCON holders Senegal,  
Cape Verde into quarterfinals

Nuggets down Bucks to spoil Rivers opener; 
Wolves roll back Thunder

Swift at Super Bowl could be a game time decision

ABIDJAN (Agencies): Hosts Ivory Coast 
stunned Senegal at the Africa Cup of Na-
tions on Monday, knocking out the reign-
ing champions on penalties in the last 16 
to keep their hopes of winning the title on 
home soil alive. A week ago it looked as 
if the Ivorians were set for a humiliating 
group-stage exit from their own AFCON, 
but now they are into the quarterfinals 
after beating Senegal 5-4 on penalties 
following a tie that finished 1-1 at the 
end of extra time. The Elephants scraped 
into the knockout phase with the worst 
record of the four best third-placed sides 
to advance, after finishing the first round 
with a humiliating 4-0 loss to Equatorial 

Guinea, their heaviest ever home defeat. 
They followed that by sacking veteran 
French coach Jean-Louis Gasset and 
trying unsuccessfully to bring in former 
boss Herve Renard on a short-term deal. 
But instead former player Emerse Fae 
was appointed on an interim basis, hop-
ing to rouse a shell-shocked team for a 
daunting tie against the holders.

LOS ANGELES (Agencies): Nikola Jok-
ic scored a 25-point triple double as the 
Denver Nuggets handed new Milwau-
kee coach Doc Rivers a 113-107 defeat 
Monday in his first game in charge. The 
heavyweight showdown between the 
reigning NBA champions and the 2021 
champion Bucks did not disappoint, 
with two-time Most Valuable Player Jo-
kic dominating at both ends of the floor. 
The Serbian star finished with 25 points, 
16 rebounds and 12 assists to seal his 
14th triple double of the season while 

making three steals and two blocks. 
He was given scoring support from Ja-
mal Murray, who led with a game-high 
35 points. The Bucks, who appointed 
Rivers last week following the shock 
sacking of Adrian Griffin, were led by 
29 points from Giannis Antetokounmpo 
while Damian Lillard finished with 18 
points. Despite the loss, Rivers was en-
couraged by Milwaukee’s performance. 
“Overall I was very happy,” Rivers said. 
“That fight is there. That’s something 
really encouraging moving forward.” 
In the top-of-the-table clash in the West-
ern Conference, Shai Gilgeous-Alexan-
der’s 37-point display was in vain as the 
Oklahoma City Thunder fell 107-101 to 
the Minnesota Timberwolves. The two 
sides went into Monday’s game with 
identical 32-14 records having spent 
most of the season battling it out for first 
place in the West.

MISSOURI (Agencies): Kansas City 
Chiefs tight end Travis Kelce is sure to be 
in Las Vegas for the Feb. 11 Super Bowl 
showdown with the San Francisco 49ers 
but whether his girlfriend, mega-pop star 
Taylor Swift, will also be present to add 
some stardust to the occasion is looking 
like a game time decision. Swift was in 
the stands cheering and was then caught 
on camera congratulating her boyfriend 
with a hug and kiss after the Chiefs 17-
10 victory over the Baltimore Ravens 
on Sunday, immediately sparking spec-
ulation whether one of the world’s big-
gest selling recording artists will be at 
Allegiant Stadium. A regular at Chiefs 
games all season, Swift could miss the 
biggest game of all due to scheduling 
conflicts with her “Eras Tour” which has 
her performing in Tokyo on Feb. 10, the 

night before the Super Bowl. With the 
time difference Swift could get to Las Ve-
gas for kickoff on Sunday but will then 
have to quickly get back on a plane for 
three concerts in Melbourne, Australia 
staring Feb. 16. Some fans will be flying 
Air Swift to the Super Bowl, with United 
Airlines on Monday adding additional 
direct flights to Las Vegas from Kansas 
City with specially themed Swift related 
flight numbers.
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Musk’s brain chip implanted in first human

Russia to launch nuclear power reactor in India 
this year – Rosatom

NATO planning ‘military Schengen’ – The Times

India to make dozens of cities ‘beggar free’

Elon Musk has said his biotech 
company Neuralink has successful-
ly implanted one of its brain chips 
in a human for the first time, claim-
ing the recipient is in good condi-
tion following the surgery. The firm 
hopes to create an interface allow-
ing people to control devices using 
their brain alone. Musk unveiled 
the development in a post to his 
social media site, X (formerly Twit-
ter), on Monday evening, stating 
that the “first human received an 
implant from Neuralink yesterday 
and is recovering well.” Though he 
offered few other details, the tech 
mogul added that initial results had 
shown “promising neuron spike 
detection,” referring to brain cells 
which send chemical and electrical 

signals to the rest of the body. Neu-
ralink described its first human trial 
in a press release last year, dubbed 
PRIME, or “Precise Robotically Im-
planted Brain-Computer Interface.” 
Ultimately, it hopes to develop a “ful-
ly-implantable, wireless brain-com-
puter interface” that could open up 
groundbreaking treatments for peo-
ple suffering various disabilities, in-
cluding paralysis.

Russian state atomic energy corpo-
ration Rosatom plans to commission 
the third unit at India’s Kudankulam 
nuclear power plant this year, the 
company’s chief executive, Aleksey 
Likhachev, revealed in a weekend 
interview with the TV channel Rossi-
ya-24. Located in the southern state 
of Tamil Nadu, Kudankulam is the 
largest nuclear power station in In-
dia. When completed, the facility will 
comprise six Russian-designed power 

units. The first two units are already 
operational, while the remaining four 
are expected to be completed by 2027. 
All of the units will have capacity of 
1,000 MW, resulting in a total capacity 
of 6,000 MW. Tests on key systems at 
the third unit were successfully car-
ried out in October. The Kudankulam 
plant is a long-term strategic project 
that the two countries agreed to under-
take back in 1988 prior to the break-
up of the Soviet Union. Construction 
began in 2002, and the first unit was 
launched in 2013. During the inter-
view, Likhachev also revealed that the 
2,400 MW Rooppur nuclear power 
plant in Bangladesh, the country’s 
first, would also be commissioned in 
2024.

Plans are underway to create a net-
work of “military corridors” across 
Europe in an effort to bypass complex 
regulations which currently restrict 
the exchange of equipment and per-
sonnel between NATO nations, The 
Times reported on Sunday. In Novem-
ber, NATO’s European logistics chief 
Lieutenant-General Alexander Soll-
frank urged countries in the region to 
establish zones to allow for the rapid 
movement of troops and ammunition 
in the event of a major conflict with 
Russia. The idea has been floated by 
military leaders for years, The Times 
noted, saying talks on creating the 
corridors “are now underway” and 
the results could be announced before 
NATO’s next summit in July. The “byz-
antine tangle of regulations restricting 
the exchange and transport of military 
equipment” in the EU has created a 

“significant headache” for NATO plan-
ners, the outlet said. ”Cross-border 
exercises frequently involve dizzying 
quantities of paperwork that would 
cost critical time in a military crisis,” 
it added. In an interview with The 
Times, Sollfrank said the US-led mil-
itary bloc members must begin with-
out delay, making efforts to “reduce or 
adapt the red tape” wherever possible. 
”Everyone can start. Just do it. And 
don’t wait. Because in the end we have 
no time to waste,” he warned.

New Delhi (Agencies):India has identi-
fied 30 cities that it wants to make “free 
of beggary” by 2026, the Times of India 
reported on Monday. The rehabilitation 
program, aimed at those begging in the 
streets, will be undertaken as part of the 
country’s Support for Marginalized In-
dividuals for Livelihood and Enterprises 
(SMILE) scheme. The list includes ten 
places of religious significance, includ-
ing Ayodhya, the town in Uttar Pradesh 
state where Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi recently inaugurated a temple 
devoted to the Hindu deity Ram. Gu-
wahati, Madurai, Srinagar, Puducherry, 
Shimla, Mysuru, and Jaisalmer are 
some of the other cities named in the 
list. Twenty-five designated cities have 

already forwarded an “action plan,” and 
surveys are already being launched for 
the begging community to find out, for 
instance, what they would want to do 
for livelihood, the Times of India report 
noted. It added that the plan includes 
a survey, mobilization, relocation to a 
shelter, and a “comprehensive” rehabil-
itation scheme through education, skill 
development, and employment. Next 
month, India’s Ministry of Social Jus-
tice and Empowerment will launch a 
national portal and mobile application 
for storing data on persons engaged in 
begging. The funding for implement-
ing the action plan will come from the 
federal government. In its 2011 census, 
India found that over 400,000 people in 
the country are “beggars and vagrants.” 
New Delhi’s drive to lessen the num-
ber of poor on its streets comes at a 
time when the country’s gross domes-
tic product (GDP) is witnessing major 
spikes, with these trends set to continue 
over the next few years.

US Not Withdrawing 
Its Armed Forces From 

Syria - Nuland

US: Islamophobic incidents 
jump in US amid Israel’s 

war on Palestinians

Scotland, Ireland to  
continue funding UNRWA

Israel troops to ‘go into 
action’ soon at Lebanon 

border: minister

MOSCOW (Agencies): The United 
States is not planning to withdraw its 
military from Syria, Acting US Deputy 
Secretary of State Victoria Nuland has 
said. Several Arab and international me-
dia have reported that the US is consid-
ering full withdrawal of its forces from 
Syria but the final decision is not yet 
taken. “Well, first let me set the records 
straight, the United States is not with-
drawing from Syria,” Nuland told CNN 
Turk. The statements regarding the very 
legitimacy of US military presence in 
Syria have been resurfacing against the 
backdrop of multiple drone and missile 
attacks targeting US bases in the Mid-
dle East. On Monday, a local source 
told Sputnik that two rockets fell near 
a US military base controlling Al-Jab-
sa oil fields in the northeastern Syrian 
town of Ash Shaddadi. The US military 
scrambled helicopters in response to 
the attack, which came just a day af-
ter a drone attack that killed three US 
troops and injured 25 others at another 
US base in Jordan, near the border with 
Syria.

Complaints of anti-Muslim and an-
ti-Palestinian discrimination and hate 
in the US rose by about 180 per cent in 
the three months after 7 October fol-
lowing the cross-border Hamas attack 
on the occupation state and Israel’s 
subsequent bombardment of the Pal-
estinians in the Gaza Strip, an advoca-
cy group said on Monday. Rights advo-
cates have noted a rise in Islamophobia 
and anti-Palestinian bias in the US 
and elsewhere since October, Reuters 
has reported. Among incidents in the 
US that rang alarm bells were a No-
vember shooting in Vermont, when 
three students of Palestinian descent 
were shot, and the fatal stabbing of a 
6-year-old Palestinian American child 
in Illinois in October. The Council on 
American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) 
said today that it received 3,578 com-
plaints during the last three months of 
2023, amid what it called “an ongoing 
wave of anti-Muslim and anti-Palestin-
ian hate.” 

The governments of Scotland and 
Ireland confirmed that they will 
continue funding the United Na-
tions Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA). 
Scottish Prime Minister Humza 
Yousaf said on his X account: “To 
be clear, @scotgov has not paused 
or withdrawn aid to @UNRWA. We 
have previously provided as much 
as we can within our financial con-
straints. We will always seek to do 
more where we can & urge others 
to continue to provide aid to the 
people of Gaza.” Moreover, Irish 
Foreign Minister Michael Martin, 
announced in a post on X, that 
Ireland “has no plans to suspend 
funding for UNRWA’s vital Gaza 
work.” He added, “UNRWA’s 13,000 
employees provide life saving as-
sistance to 2.3m people and at in-
credible personal cost – with over 
100 staff killed in last 4 months,” 
adding that Ireland “provided @
UNRWA €18m in 2023 and will con-
tinue our support in 2024.” On Fri-
day, UNRWA announced that it had 
opened a probe into the alleged in-
volvement of several of its employ-
ees in the 7 October infiltration into 
Israel by resistance fighters from 
Gaza, and that it had severed ties 
with them. “The Israeli authorities 
have provided UNRWA with infor-
mation about the alleged involve-
ment of several UNRWA employees 
in the horrific attacks on Israel on 
October 7,” said Philippe Lazzarini, 
UNRWA commissioner-general.

JERUSALEM (Agencies): Israeli 
troops will “very soon go into action” 
near the country’s northern border 
with Lebanon, Defense Minister 
Yoav Gallant said Monday, as ten-
sions surge amid the Israel-Hamas 
war in Gaza. Gallant told troops 
near the border with the besieged 
Gaza Strip that others were being 
deployed to Israel’s north. “They 
will very soon go into action... so the 
forces in the north are reinforced,” 
Gallant said. He added that reserv-
ists would be gradually released “to 
prepare and come ready” for future 
operations. Since the outbreak of 
war between Hamas and Israel on 
October 7, the Lebanese-Israeli bor-
der has seen near-daily exchanges 
of fire between the Israeli army and 
Lebanon’s Iran-backed Hezbollah 
movement, a Hamas ally. Hezbollah 
claimed responsibility Monday for 
at least 12 attacks on Israeli army 
positions near the border, using Ira-
nian-made Falaq-1 and Burkan mis-
siles. Later on Monday the Israeli 
army said it carried out air strikes on 
Hezbollah targets in Lebanon. “The 
targets included Hezbollah’s infra-
structure and an observation post lo-
cated in the southern Lebanese areas 
of Markaba, Taybeh, and Maroun Al-
Ras,” the army said in a statement.

Pope responds to African protests against gay blessings
Pope Francis has described opposi-
tion from Catholic bishops in Africa 
to his directive permitting priests to 
bless same-sex unions as a special 
case that is motivated by their cul-
tural beliefs. The Pontiff made the 
comment during an interview with 
Italian newspaper La Stampa on 
Monday, in response to widespread 
criticism over his authorization of a 
Vatican document allowing blessings 
for same-sex couples in certain cir-
cumstances. The declaration called 
‘Fiducia Supplicans’, published 
last month, opens the possibility of 
blessing couples whose relationship 
is not “valid” in the Catholic Church, 
including unmarried couples, di-

vorced-and-remarried couples, and 
homosexual couples. Earlier this 
month, the Symposium of Episcopal 
Conferences of Africa and Mada-
gascar (SECAM) – an association of 
Catholic bishops on the continent 
– denounced the Pope’s decision 
as “inappropriate.” Permitting such 
rituals would cause “confusion” and 

be in “direct contradiction” with the 
cultural values of African communi-
ties, SECAM president Cardinal Fri-
dolin Ambongo said in a statement. 
A group of British priests from the 
Confraternity of Catholic Clergy 
had also protested against the ex-
tra-liturgical blessings, insisting 
that the Church’s traditional values 
were “unchangeable.” Catholic bish-
ops in Central Asia have also called 
for the reversal of the Pope’s direc-
tive approving same-sex blessing, 
with Kazakhstani Bishops Tomash 
Peta and Athanasius Schneider de-
scribing the move as a contradiction 
of the Church’s long-standing prac-
tice and doctrine.

UN workers helped 
Hamas kidnap  
Israelis – NYT

Several aid workers with the United 
Nations Palestinian refugee agency 
UNRWA helped kidnap Israelis and 
arm Hamas during its attack on Octo-
ber 7, the New York Times claimed on 
Sunday citing the contents of a secret 
Israeli government report. The dossier 
allegedly details Israel’s claims about 
12 UNRWA employees said to have 
been involved in the raid. Seven were 
teachers with the agency and two more 
worked at its schools in other capacities, 
while the other three were a clerk, social 
worker, and storeroom manager. Ten of 
the workers were also allegedly mem-
bers of Hamas, whose civilian wing re-
mains the legally elected government 
of Gaza despite its classification as a 
terrorist group by Israel, while another 
was said to be affiliated with Palestin-
ian Islamic Jihad. A school counselor 
from Khan Younis supposedly worked 
with his son to kidnap an Israeli wom-
an, while a social worker from Nuseirat 
reportedly removed a dead Israeli sol-
dier’s body back to Gaza and helped 
distribute vehicles and ammunition 
ahead of the raid. Another three men 
allegedly received text messages sum-
moning them to meeting points on Oc-
tober 7, with one ordered to bring rock-
et-propelled grenades. Two US officials 
told the New York Times that while they 
had been briefed on the Israeli allega-
tions, they had not verified the details. 
Washington was nevertheless first to 
cut off UNRWA’s funding on Friday, fol-
lowed by Canada and over half a dozen 
more on Saturday.


