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Incident at Xuanwu Gate: in fear 
of assassination, Li Shimin am-
bushes and kills his rival broth-
ers Li Yuanji and Li Jiancheng

Continental Congress resolves 
“these United Colonies are and 
of right ought to be Free and 
Independent States”

Bahia Independence Day: the end of 
Portuguese rule in Brazil, with the 
final defeat of the Portuguese crown 
loyalists in the province of Bahia

US President Lyndon B. John-
son signs Civil Rights Act and 
Voting Rights Act into law 
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@W H O we l c o m e s 
the #UNGA politi-

cal declaration on Global 
#RoadSafety, as Member 
States committed to cut 
road traffic deaths and 
injuries by 50% by 2030. 
This is an important 
milestone for road safety 
and sustainable mobility.

@DrTedros

Investors are still back-
ing fossil fuels, and 

governments still hand 
out billions in subsidies 
for coal, oil and gas - 
some $11 million every 
minute. For the health 
of our societies and plan-
et, we need to quit our 
addiction to fossil fuels. 
Now.

@antonioguterres

believe in Ukraine’s 
European future. It is 

your future and only you 
can make it happen. You 
can change this country 
for good and this will be 
your ultimate victory. A 
free and vibrant Ukraine. 
A sovereign Ukraine, fi-
nally reunited with our 
European family.

@vonderleyen

I am grateful to my 
f r i e n d  P r e s i d e n t  

@EmmanuelMacron 
for increasing France’s 
security assistance to 
Ukraine. Today we need 
it more than ever to pro-
tect Ukraine, to protect 
the values of Europe on 
the frontline

@ZelenskyyUa

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)
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In age-old ritual, Mexican mayor 
weds alligator to secure abundance
Reuters | Mexico City

A small town Mexican may-
or married his alligator 

bride in a colourful ceremony 
as traditional music rang out 
and revellers danced while im-
ploring the indigenous leader 
to seal the nuptials with a kiss.

San Pedro Huamelula May-
or Victor Hugo Sosa obliged 
more than once during Thurs-
day’s wedding, bending down 
to plant his lips on the small 
alligator’s snout, which had 
been tied shut presumably to 
avoid unwanted biting.

The ritual marriage like-
ly dates back centuries to 
pre-Hispanic times among 
Oaxaca state’s Chontal and 
Huave indigenous communi-
ties, like a prayer pleading for 
nature’s bounty.

“We ask nature for enough 
rain, for enough food, that we 
have fish in the river,” said 
Sosa, mayor of the small fish-
ing village on Oaxaca’s steamy 
Pacific coast.

Oaxaca, located in Mexico’s 
poor south, is arguably the 
country’s richest in indigenous 
culture and home to many 
groups that have stubbornly 
maintained their languages 
and traditions.

The age-old ritual in San 

Pedro Huamelula, now mixed 
with Catholic spirituality, in-
volves dressing the alligator 
or caiman in a white wedding 
dress plus other colourful gar-
ments.

The seven-year-old reptile, 
referred to as a little princess, 
is believed to be a deity repre-
senting mother earth, and her 
marriage to the local leader 
symbolizes the joining of hu-
mans with the divine.

North Korea blames ‘alien things’ near 
border with South for COVID outbreak
Reuters | Seoul

North Korea claimed yes-
terday that the country’s 

first COVID-19 outbreak began 
with patients touching “alien 
things” near the border with 
South Korea, apparently shift-
ing blame to the neighbour for 
the wave of infections in the 
isolated country.

Announcing results of an in-
vestigation, the North ordered 
people to “vigilantly deal with 
alien things coming by wind 
and other climate phenomena 
and balloons in the areas along 
the demarcation line and bor-
ders,” the official KCNA news agency said.

The agency did not direct-
ly mention South Korea, but 
North Korean defectors and 
activists have for decades flown 
balloons from the South across 
the heavily fortified border, car-
rying leaflets and humanitarian 
aid.

South Korea’s unification 
ministry, handling inter-Korean 
affairs, said there was “no pos-
sibility” of the virus entering 
the North through leaflets sent 
across the border.

According to  KCNA,  an 
18-year-old soldier and a five-
year-old kindergartner who 
contacted the unidentified ma-
terials “in a hill around barracks 
and residential quarters” in the 
eastern county of Kumgang in 
early April showed symptoms 
and later tested positive for the 
coronavirus.

The KCNA said all other fever 
cases reported in the country 
until mid-April were due to 
other diseases, but it did not 
elaborate.

Russia kills 21 with missiles near 
Odesa after abandoning Snake Island
Thirty-eight injured after two missiles hit apartment building and recreation centre

• Zelenskiy hails 
victory at Snake Island

Reuters | Kyiv

Russia flattened part of an 
apartment building while 
residents slept yesterday 

in missile attacks near Ukraine’s 
Black Sea port of Odesa that au-
thorities say killed at least 21 peo-
ple, hours after Russian troops 
abandoned a nearby outpost at 
Snake Island.

Neighbours in the resort vil-
lage of Serhiivka helped workers 
comb through the rubble of the 
nine-storey apartment block, a 
section of which had been com-
pletely destroyed at 1:00 a.m.

Walls and windows of a neigh-
bouring, 14-storey apartment 
block had also been damaged by 
the blast wave. Nearby holiday 
camps were also hit.

“We came here to the site, as-
sessed the situation together with 
emergency workers and locals, 
and together helped those who 
survived. And those who unfor-
tunately died. We helped to car-
ry them away,” said Oleksandr 
Abramov, who lives nearby and 
had rushed to the scene when he 
heard the blast.

Serhiy Bratchuk, spokesman 
for the Odesa regional adminis-
tration, said 21 people had been 
confirmed killed, including a 
12-year-old boy. Authorities said 

earlier 41 people had been res-
cued from the apartment building 
where 152 lived.

The regional governor said the 
Soviet-era missiles had been fired 
from the direction of the Black 
Sea.

The Kremlin denied targeting 
civilians: “I would like to remind 
you of the president’s words that 
the Russian Armed Forces do not 
work with civilian targets,” Krem-
lin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov 
told reporters.

The attack came just four days 
after Russia struck a crowded 
shopping mall in central Ukraine 
killing at least 19 people.

Kyiv says Moscow has dramat-
ically escalated its long-range at-
tacks hitting civilian targets far 

from the front line in recent days, 
which Ukraine describes as a war 
crime. Russia says it has been aim-
ing at military sites.

Thousands of civilians have 
been killed since Russia invad-
ed Ukraine on Feb. 24 in what 
Ukraine says is an unprovoked 
war of aggression. Russia calls the 
invasion a “special operation” to 
root out nationalists.

On Thursday, Russia pulled its 
troops off Snake Island, a deso-
late but strategically important 
outcrop that it seized on the war’s 
first day and had used to con-
trol the northwestern Black Sea, 
where it has blockaded Odesa and 
other ports.

In his nightly video address, 
President Volodymyr Zelenskiy 

hailed what he described as a 
strategic victory at Snake Island.

“It does not yet guarantee se-
curity. It does not yet ensure that 
the enemy will not come back,” 
he said. “But this significantly 
limits the actions of the occupiers. 
Step by step, we will push them 
back from our sea, our land and 
our sky.”

Standing ovation for EU flag
In Kyiv, Ukrainian lawmakers 

gave a standing ovation as the 
flag of the European Union was 
carried through the chamber to 
stand alongside Ukraine’s own 
flag behind the dais, a symbol of 
Ukraine’s formal EU candidate 
status granted last week.

Zelenskiy and the lawmakers 
also stood for a minute of silence 
for those killed in the morning 
attacks near Odesa.

Russia’s stepped up campaign 
of long-range missile attacks on 
Ukrainian cities has come as its 
forces have ground out success on 
the battlefield in the east, with a 
relentless assault to force Kyiv to 

cede two provinces to separatists.
Moscow has been on the verge 

of capturing one of those provinc-
es, Luhansk, since taking the city 
of Sievierodonetsk last week after 
some of the heaviest fighting of 
the war. Ukraine’s last bastion in 
Luhansk is the city of Lysychansk 
across the Siverskyi Donets river, 
which is close to being encircled 
under relentless Russian artillery 
assault.

The Russians were shelling 
Lysychansk from different di-
rections and approaching from 
several sides, regional Governor 
Serhiy Gaidai said on Ukrainian 
television.

“The superiority in fire pow-
er of the occupiers is still very 
much in evidence,” Zelenskiy 
said. “They have simply brought 

in all their reserves to hit us.”

National symbol
In Russian-occupied Sieviero-

donetsk, residents have emerged 
from basements to sift through 
the rubble of their city.

“Almost all the city infrastruc-
ture is destroyed. We are living 
without gas, electricity, and wa-
ter since May,” Sergei Oleinik, 
65, told Reuters. “We are glad 
that this ended, and soon maybe 
reconstruction will start, and we 
will be back to more or less nor-
mal life.”

But after its losses in the east, 
the Ukrainian victory at Snake Is-
land gives Kyiv a major success in 
the Black Sea. The island has been 
a national symbol since the first 
day of the war when a Ukrainian 
guard ordered by Russia to sur-
render radioed back: “Russian 
warship, go fuck yourself.”

Russia has used its control of 
the sea to impose a blockade on 
Ukraine, one of the world’s big-
gest grain exporters, threatening 
to shatter Ukraine’s economy and 
cause global famine.

Moscow denies it is to blame 
for a food crisis, which it says 
is caused by Western sanctions 
hurting its own exports. President 
Vladimir Putin met the president 
of Indonesia on Thursday and 
spoke by phone yesterday to the 
prime minister of India, prom-
ising both major food importers 
that Russia would remain a big 
supplier of grain.
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Egypt 515,645 24,613 442,182 48,850

Saudi 
Arabia

795,811 +625 9,209 +1 777,925 8,677

UAE 947,588 +1,788 2,317 +1 927,789 17,482

Kuwait 643,004 2,555 635,767 4,682

Oman 390,244 4,260 384,669 1,315

Qatar 382,635 679 376,869 5,087

Middle East

Country Total cases Total  
deaths

1 USA 89,441,903 1,042,945

2 India 43,471,282 525,139

3 Brazil 32,358,451 671,466

4 France 31,208,925 149,585

5 Germany 28,293,960 141,189

6 UK 22,741,065 180,417

7 Italy 18,610,011 168,425

8 Russia 18,433,394 381,165

9 S. Korea 18,368,857 24,555

10 Turkey 15,123,331 99,032

11 Spain 12,734,038 107,906

12 Vietnam 10,747,397 43,087

13 Argentina 9,367,172 129,070

14 Japan 9,329,520 31,281
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News in brief 
 u The highest 
temperatures in at least 
147 years have scorched 

much of eastern Japan for a week as of yesterday, 
with the government asking citizens to cut power 
use as much as possible, while still running air 
conditioners to stay safe. The region around Tokyo 
was set for its seventh straight day of temperatures 
above 35 Celsius (95 Fahrenheit) and faced a hot 

weekend as well, and the western city of Nagoya was predicted to hit a sizzling 
40C. Slightly cooler temperatures and possibly rain could bring relief on Monday.

 u India imposed a ban 
on many single-use plastics 
yesterday in a bid to tackle 
waste choking rivers and poisoning wildlife, 
but experts say it faces severe headwinds from 
unprepared manufacturers and consumers 
unwilling to pay more. The country generates around 
four million tonnes of plastic waste per year, about a 
third of which is not recycled and ends up in waterways 
and landfills that regularly catch fire and exacerbate air pollution.

 u Peruvian firefighters were 
fighting to contain a forest fire near 

the Incan ruins of Machu Picchu, 
as the blaze threatened to close 
in on the ancient city high in the 
Andean mountains. The fire, which 
had engulfed an area about half the 
size of Vatican City, was started on 
Tuesday by farmers burning grass and 
debris to prepare to sow new crops. As 
of Wednesday, about 20 hectares (49 
acres) had been affected by the fire, 

the mayor of the nearby city of Cusco said. 

 u Philippine 
President Ferdinand 
Marcos appointed 
career diplomat Enrique Manalo as 
foreign affairs secretary, the president’s 
press secretary said yesterday. Before 
the appointment, Manalo served as the 
Philippine Permanent Representative to 
the United Nations in New York. Prior to 
that, he was undersecretary for policy at the 
Department of Foreign Affairs. Manalo has 
asked for a few days before he takes over the position previously held by Teodoro 
Locsin so he could wind up affairs in his previous post, press secretary Trixie Cruz-
Angeles said in a text message.

 u Turkey has cut access 
to public broadcasters from 
Germany and the United States, 

threatening to stoke new diplomatic tensions during Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine. An Ankara court banned access to Deutsche Welle and Voice of America 
on Thursday night, after both failed to apply for local broadcasting licences 
required by regulations introduced this year.

Japanese asked to save 
power as country’s east sizzles

Peru’s Machu Picchu 
threatened by wildfire

Turkey cuts access to US, 
German public broadcasters

India bans many single-use 
plastics to tackle waste

Philippines’ Marcos appoints career 
diplomat as foreign minister

In Hong Kong, Xi says ‘one country, 
two systems’ is here to stay

• John Lee sworn 
in as new Hong Kong 
leader by Xi Jinping

Reuters | Hong Kong

There is no reason to change 
Hong Kong’s “one country, 

two systems” formula of gov-
ernance, Chinese President Xi 
Jinping said on a rare visit to 
the global financial hub after 
swearing in the city’s new lead-
er, John Lee, yesterday.

Britain returned Hong Kong 
to Chinese rule on July 1, 
1997, with Beijing promising 
wide-ranging autonomy, un-
fettered individual rights and 
judicial independence at least 
until 2047.

China’s critics accuse au-
thorities of trampling on those 
freedoms, unavailable on the 
authoritarian mainland, with a 
sweeping national security law 
imposed by Beijing on the city 
in 2020 after mass pro-democ-
racy protests the year before.

British Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson and US Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken said on 
Thursday that China had failed 
to meet its handover commit-
ments.  

China and Hong Kong reject 
the accusations, saying the law 
“restored order from chaos” so 
that the city could prosper.

Xi said the “one country, two 
systems” formula was success-
ful under China’s “comprehen-
sive jurisdiction.”

“For this kind of good sys-
tem, there is no reason at all 
to change it. It must be main-
tained over the long term,” Xi 
said.

“After experiencing wind and 
rain, everyone can painfully 
feel that Hong Kong cannot be 
chaotic, and must not become 
chaotic again ... Hong Kong’s 

development cannot be delayed 
again, and any interference 
must be eliminated.”

Xi added China would sup-
port Hong Kong’s role as an 
international finance and trade 
hub.

At the swearing-in ceremo-
nies, all officials, including Xi, 
wore masks and did not shake 
hands. Former police officer 
Lee, sanctioned by Washington 
over his role in implementing 
the security law, takes charge 

as the city is facing an exodus of 
people and talent amid some of 
the toughest COVID-19 restric-
tions in the world. 

Authorities deployed a mas-
sive security force, blocking 
roads and the airspace around 
the picturesque Victoria Har-
bour, where the last colonial 
governor, Chris Patten, tear-
fully handed Hong Kong back 
to China at a rain-drenched 
ceremony in 1997.

Red lanterns, Chinese and 
Hong Kong flags, and posters 
declaring a “new era” of stabil-
ity decorated districts across 
the city.

Hong Kong’s new Chief Executive John Lee, left, walks off the stage with China’s 
President Xi Jinping following a swearing-in ceremony

‘Stop interfering in Afghanistan’, says Taliban leader in rare appearance

• Taliban leader 
hails Afghan victory 
at gathering to forge 
national unity

AFP | Kabul

The Taliban’s reclusive su-
preme leader Hibatullah 

Akhundzada called yesterday for 
the world to stop telling them 
how to run Afghanistan, insisting 
sharia law was the only model for 
a successful Islamic state.

Akhundzada, who has not been 
filmed or photographed in pub-
lic since the Taliban returned 
to power in August, hailed the 
group’s 2021 takeover of Afghan-
istan during a major gathering of 
religious scholars in the Afghan 
capital called to rubber-stamp 
the hardline Islamist group’s rule.

Over 3,000 clerics have gath-
ered in Kabul since Thursday for 
the three-day men-only meeting, 
and Akhundzada’s appearance 
had been rumoured for days -- 
although media are barred from 
covering the event.

“Why is the world interfering 
in our affairs?” he asked in an 
hour-long speech broadcast by 
state radio.

“They say ‘why don’t you do 
this, why don’t you do that?’ Why 
does the world interfere in our 

work?”
After receiving pledges of alle-

giance from participants raising 
their hands, Akhundzada praised 
the Taliban’s victory last August, 
which marked the end of a 20-
year struggle to overthrow a west-
ern-backed government and drive 
US-led forces out of the country.

“The success of the Afghan ji-
had is not only a source of pride 
for Afghans but also for Mus-
lims all over the world,” he said 
according to state-run Bakhtar 
News Agency, using the Arabic 
word signifying a spiritual strug-
gle.

Akhundzada rarely leaves Kan-
dahar, the Taliban’s birthplace 
and spiritual heartland, and apart 
from one undated photograph 

and several audio recordings of 
speeches, has almost no digital 
footprint.

But analysts say the former Sha-
ria court judge has an iron grip on 
the movement and he bears the ti-
tle “Commander of the Faithful”.

His arrival at the meeting hall 
was greeted with cheers and 
chants, including “Long live the 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan”, 
the Taliban’s name for the coun-
try.

Akhundzada’s appearance 
comes a week after a powerful 
earthquake struck the east of the 
country, killing over 1,000 peo-
ple and leaving tens of thousands 
homeless.

No women are attending the 
clerics’ meeting, but a Taliban 

source told AFP this week that 
thorny issues such as girls’ edu-
cation -- which has divided opin-
ion in the movement -- would be 
discussed.

Akhundzada did not mention 
the subject in his speech, which 
was confined largely to telling the 
faithful to strictly observe Islamic 
principles in life and governance.

Since the Taliban’s return, sec-
ondary school girls have been 
barred from education and wom-
en dismissed from government 
jobs, forbidden from travelling 
alone, and ordered to dress in 
clothing that covers everything 
but their faces.

They have also outlawed play-
ing non-religious music, banned 
the portrayal of human figures 
in advertising, ordered TV chan-
nels to stop showing movies and 
soap operas featuring uncovered 
women, and told men they should 
dress in traditional garb and grow 
their beards.

A man sells stickers picturing Taliban supreme leader Haibatullah Akhundzada at 
market in Kabul (file photo)

Mayor of San Pedro Huamelula 
Victor Aguilar holds his alligator wife

Former North Korean defectors living in South Korea, release balloons 
containing one dollar banknotes, radios, CDs and leaflets denouncing the North 
Korean regime, towards the north

Bodies of civilian people killed by a Russian missile strike are seen in front of a 
damaged residential building

The superiority in fire 
power of the occupiers 

is still very much in 
evidence. They have 
simply brought in all 

their reserves to hit us
VOLODYMYR ZELENSKIY

For this kind of good 
system, there is 

no reason at all to 
change it. It must 

be maintained over 
the long term. After 
experiencing wind 
and rain, everyone 

can painfully feel that 
Hong Kong cannot 

be chaotic, and must 
not become chaotic 

again ... Hong Kong’s 
development cannot be 
delayed again, and any 
interference must be 

eliminated
XI JINPING

Why is the world 
interfering in our affairs? 
They say ‘why don’t you 
do this, why don’t you 
do that?’ Why does the 
world interfere in our 

work?
HIBATULLAH AKHUNDZADA

The agency did 
not directly mention 

South Korea, but 
North Korean defec-

tors and activists have 
for decades flown 
balloons from the 

South across the heav-
ily fortified border, 

carrying leaflets and 
humanitarian aid

Xi did not attend the 
traditional flag-raising 
ceremonies yesterday, 
with media reporting 
he stayed overnight 
across the border in 

Shenzhen after arriv-
ing in Hong Kong on 

Thursday

KNOW

BETTER
Moscow has so far de-
nied responsibility for 

the strike and the Krem-
lin spokesperson, Dmi-
try Peskov, yesterday 

reiterated Russia’s claim 
that it was not targeting 

residential areas

KNOW WHAT

The unusual 
tradition, which 

dates back hundreds 
of years, requires the 
mayor of San Pedro 
Huamelula to marry 
a reptile every sum-

mer to ‘bring luck’ to 
local fishermen


