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Henry of Navarre 
(later Henry IV of 
France) abjures Ca-
tholicism at Tours

A group of early Japanese Christians, 
known as the 26 Martyrs, are killed by 
the new government of Japan for be-

ing seen as a threat to Japanese society

King Leopold II of Bel-
gium establishes the 
Congo as his personal 
colonial possession

WWII: US troops under General Douglas MacArthur 
enter Manila in the Philippines after a month-long 

battle, ending three years of Japanese military 
occupation
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Good exchange with @
KGeorgieva on Europe’s 

competitiveness. A strong 
starting point for today’s 
discussions at our College 
seminar.In a world of sharp 
competition and short ho-
rizons, we are building 
Europe’s competitiveness. 
It begins with strength at 
home. 

@vonderleyen

Four in 10 cancer cases 
worldwide could be 

prevented. •15% of all new 
cancer cases are caused by 
tobacco •10% by infections 
•3% by alcohol A new @
WHO  study has examined 
30 preventable causes, in-
cluding high body mass 
index, physical inactivity, 
air pollution, ultraviolet ra-
diation – and for the first 
time – nine cancer-causing 
infections.

@DrTedros

We await the reac-
tion of America to 

the Russian strikes. It was 
the U.S. proposal—to halt 
strikes on energy during 
diplomacy and severe win-
ter weather. The President 
of the United States made 
the request personally. 
Russia responded with a 
record number of ballistic 
missiles.

@ZelenskyyUa

The two-State solution 
with Israelis & Pales-

tinians living side by side in 
peace & security is the only 
viable path to a just & last-
ing peace. The occupation 
must end. The inalienable 
rights of the Palestinian 
people must be realized. 
International law must be 
respected.

@antonioguterres

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

editorial stance)
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News in brief 
 u Colombia’s most powerful 
cartel walked away from months-
long peace talks on Wednesday, 
after Presidents Gustavo Petro and 
Donald Trump vowed a new offensive 
targeting three key cocaine trafficking 
bosses. At the White House, the two 
presidents agreed to joint military and 
intelligence actions against Colombian 
criminal capos who together produce 
and supply much of the world’s cocaine. 
Colombian Defense Minister Pedro Sanchez 
said the two countries would target Ivan 
Mordisco, Colombia’s most wanted rebel; 
Chiquito Malo, commander of the Clan del 
Golfo cartel; and Pablito, an ELN guerrilla leader operating on the Venezuelan 
border. The Petro-Trump pact upends years of spluttering Colombian efforts to 
negotiate peace accords with big criminal groups. Colombia produces about 70 
percent of the world’s cocaine, and the United States is by far the world’s largest 
consumer.

u China’s leader Xi Jinping told US 
President Donald Trump in a call on Wednesday 
they could resolve bilateral issues with mutual 
respect, Chinese state media said. “By tackling 
issues one by one and continuously building 
mutual trust, we can forge a right way for the 

two countries to get along,” Xi said, according to state broadcaster CCTV. “Let us 
make 2026 a year in which China and the United States, as two major countries, 
move toward mutual respect, peaceful coexistence, and win-win cooperation,” he 
added.

u Russia yesterday condemned the killing 
of Seif al-Islam Gaddafi, son of slain Libyan ruler 
Muammar Gaddafi, and called for a thorough probe 
into his death. “We strongly condemn this crime. We 
hope a thorough investigation will be conducted and 
the perpetrators will be brought to justice,” Russian 
foreign ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova said 

in a statement.

u Gazan health officials said Israeli air 
strikes on Wednesday killed 23 people, with Israel’s 
military saying it struck after one of its officers was 
wounded by enemy gunfire. Despite a US-brokered 
truce entering its second phase last month, violence 
has continued in the Gaza Strip, with Israel and 

Hamas accusing each other of breaching the agreement. The latest bloodshed 
came days after Israel partly reopened the Rafah crossing between Gaza and 
Egypt, the only exit for Gazans that does not pass through Israel.

Xi tells Trump 
can resolve issues 
with ‘mutual respect’: 

Chinese state media

Russia 
condemns 
Gaddafi’s son 
killing, wants 
‘thorough 

investigation’
Gaza health 

officials say 
strikes kill 23 after 
Israel says shots 

wounded officer

Top Colombia 
cartel halts peace 
talks after Trump-

Petro pact

Moscow is demanding that Kyiv pull its troops 
out of swathes of the Donbas, including heavily 
fortified cities atop vast natural resources, 
as a precondition of any deal. It also wants 
international recognition that land seized in the 
invasion belongs to Russia.

KNOW WHAT

Iran formally allows women to 
ride motorcycles

AFP | Tehran, Iran

Women in Iran can now 
formally obtain a li-

cence to ride a motorcycle, 
local media reported Wednes-
day, ending years of legal 
ambiguity surrounding two- 
wheelers.

Previously, the law did not 
explicitly prohibit women 
from riding motorbikes and 
scooters, but in practice au-
thorities refused to issue li-
cences.

Due to the grey area, women 
have been held legally respon-
sible for accidents even when 
victims.

Iran’s First Vice President 
Mohammad Reza Aref signed 
a resolution on Tuesday aimed 
at clarifying the traffic code, 
which was approved by Iran’s 

cabinet in late January, the 
country’s Ilna news agency 
reported.

The resolution obliges traf-
fic police to “provide practical 
training to female applicants, 
organise an exam under the di-
rect supervision of the police, 
and issue motorcycle driver’s 
licences to women”, Ilna said.

For Saina, a 33-year-old 
advertising agency employ-
ee who has been commuting 
to work by scooter for six 
months, the change to the 
traffic laws comes “too late” 
because “women have been 
riding motorcycles for months 
already”.

“I don’t think this is the 
main problem in our society,” 
she told AFP, referring to the 
recent protests and Iran’s eco-
nomic challenges.

Rubio says US ready to meet 
Iran but must discuss missiles

Iranian state media said talks with the United States would take place Friday

• Rubio did not confirm 
a meeting on Friday with 
Iran’s clerical state

AFP | Washington, United States

The United States is ready 
to meet Iran this week but 
discussions must cover its 

missile and nuclear programs, 
Secretary of State Marco Rubio 
said yesterday. 

Rubio did not confirm a meet-
ing on Friday with Iran’s clerical 
state, which has violently put 
down some of the most serious 
protests against its rule since the 
1979 Islamic revolution.

“If the Iranians want to meet, 
we’re ready,” Rubio told report-
ers.

“They’ve expressed an inter-
est in meeting and talking. If 
they change their mind, we’re 
fine with that too,” he said, af-
ter President Donald Trump or-
dered a sharp military buildup 

near Iran’s coast and threatened 
to strike. “In order for talks to 

actually lead to something mean-
ingful, they will have to include 

certain things, and that includes 
the range of their ballistic mis-
siles, that includes their spon-
sorship of terrorist organizations 
across the region, that includes 
their nuclear program and that 
includes the treatment of their 
own people,” Rubio said.

Iran in previous talks on its 
disputed nuclear programme has 
ruled out discussions on its mis-
siles, casting the weapons that 
can hit Israel as a tool of self-de-
fense to which every country has 
a right.

But Iran has been under grow-
ing pressure from the protests 
and after an Israeli bombing 
campaign last year. Iran has also 
lost key regional allies with Is-
rael’s severe degrading of Leb-
anon’s Hezbollah and the fall of 
veteran Syrian president Bashar 
al-Assad.

Iranian state media said yes-
terday that talks with the United 
States would take place Friday 
in Oman, after diplomats earlier 
said the meeting would happen 
on Friday in Turkey.

Xi, Putin hail ‘stabilising’ 
China-Russia alliance

Xi also held a phone call with US President Donald Trump

• The pair discussed 
“opinions” on the 
United States

•  Putin had told Xi 
that Moscow intends 
to act “responsibly” 
after a key nuclear 
pact with the US 
expires on Thursday

• The video call 
took place as Russian, 
Ukrainian and US 
negotiators met 
in Abu Dhab

AFP |Beijing, China

China’s  President  Xi 
Jinping and Russia’s 
Vladimir Putin hailed 

the strengthening of bilateral 
ties in the face of a “turbulent” 
global situation, in a video call 
yesterday.

Several hours later, Chinese 
state media said Xi held a phone 
call with US President Donald 
Trump, without immediately 
providing further details.

China and Russia have sought 
to present a united front against 
the West, with ties deepening 
since Moscow’s 2022 Ukraine 

invasion.  The Xi-Putin call, 
which a Kremlin aide said last-
ed nearly an hour and a half, 
came ahead of the fourth an-
niversary of Russia’s military 
campaign later this month.

“Since the beginning of the 
year, the international situa-
tion has become increasingly 
turbulent,” Xi told Putin in a 
readout reported by Chinese 
state broadcaster CCTV.

“Both sides should... ensure 
that China-Russia relations 
continue to develop steadily 
along the right track, through 
deeper strategic coordination 
and a more proactive and effec-
tive commitment as major pow-
ers,” the Chinese president said.

Addressing Xi as his “dear 
friend”, Putin expressed a sim-
ilar message, saying “the for-
eign policy alliance between 
Moscow and Beijing remains 
an important stabilising factor”.

“The Russian-Chinese com-
prehensive partnership and 
strategic cooperation is exem-
plary,” Putin said in the video 
broadcast on Russian state TV.

Neither leader went into de-
tail on what strategic areas they 
would deepen coordination on.

Matching ‘opinions’ on US
The Kremlin said Putin had 

accepted invitations to visit 
China in the first half of 2026 
and attend the APEC regional 

summit hosted by Xi in No-
vember. “The conversation last-
ed one hour and 25 minutes,” 
Kremlin aide Yuri Ushakov 
told reporters from AFP and 
other media outlets, saying the 
call was held in a “friendly and 
trusting atmosphere”.

Putin praised trade ties, with 
Moscow redirecting its exports 
to Asia after Western countries 
imposed massive sanctions 
on Russia over the Kremlin’s 
Ukraine offensive.

The video call took place as 
Russian, Ukrainian and US ne-
gotiators met in Abu Dhabi for 
a round of talks on ending the 
almost four-year war, which 
has turned into Europe’s worst 
conflict since World War II.

Putin made no mention of 
Ukraine during the part of the 
call broadcast by Moscow, but 
the Kremlin later said Xi ex-
pressed support for the Abu 
Dhabi negotiations.

The pair discussed “opinions” 
on the United States, views that 
according to the Kremlin “prac-
tically matched” each other.

The Kremlin also said Putin 
had told Xi that Moscow in-
tends to act “responsibly” after 
a key nuclear pact with the US 
expires on Thursday.

And “special attention was 
given to the tense situation in 
Iran”, Kremlin aide Ushakov 
added.

India’s factory growth improves 
slightly in January, PMI shows

Reuters | Bengaluru

India’s manufacturing activ-
ity inched up in January as 

demand improved slightly but 
the gain wasn’t strong enough 
to lift business optimism or 
meaningfully increase hiring, 
according to a private survey 
released Monday.

The HSBC India Manufac-
turing Purchasing Managers’ 
Index (PMI), compiled by S&P 
Global, rose to 55.4 in January 
from December’s two-year low 
of 55.0. However, it came in be-
low the preliminary estimate 
of 56.8.

The PMI has stayed above 
the 50.0 threshold, which sep-
arates growth from contrac-
tion, since July 2021.

Factory output strengthened 
compared with December, 
when growth had slowed to 
a 38-month low. New orders, 
a key measure of demand, 
also regained some of the mo-
mentum lost in the previous 
month.

Export demand, however, 
remained weak. Export or-
ders improved only marginal-
ly from December, suggesting 

the overall pickup was driven 
mainly by domestic demand. 
Manufacturers reported re-
ceiving orders from clients 
across Asia, Australia, Canada, 
Europe, and the Middle East.

Despite the improvement in 
activity, job growth stayed sub-
dued. Hiring rose to a three-
month high, but the pace of 
recruitment remained modest 
as firms adjusted staffing lev-
els to meet higher operating  
needs.

At the same time, business 
confidence slipped to its low-
est level in three-and-a-half 
years. Only 15% of surveyed 
companies expected output 
to increase over the next year, 
while most anticipated no 
change.

Price pressures painted a 
mixed picture. Input costs in-
creased moderately but at the 
fastest pace in four months 
with companies citing higher 
prices for chemicals, copper, 
iron, steel, and transportation.

Even so, output price infla-
tion fell to its lowest level in 
nearly two years, suggesting 
manufacturers still have limit-
ed pricing power despite firm-
er demand.

A worker grinds a metal gate inside a household furniture manufacturing 
factory in Ahmedabad, Ind

Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) and Chinese President Xi Jinping are seen during news coverage about a video call 
between the two leaders, on a giant screen outside a shopping mall in Beijing

Merz heads to Gulf as Germany looks to diversify trade ties
AFP | Berlin, Germany

German Chancellor Friedrich 
Merz headed to Saudi Ara-

bia yesterday to kick off a Gulf 
tour as the biggest EU economy 
seeks to diversify its key trade 
and energy partnerships.

Joined by a business delega-
tion, the conservative leader will 
meet with Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman, then 
travel to Qatar and the United 
Arab Emirates on his whistlestop 
tour until Friday.

“In the geopolitical environ-
ment in which we operate, we 
must intensify our partnerships 
with important and influential 
states in the world. The Gulf 

states are among 
them,” a senior 
German of-
f i c i a l  s a i d 
a h e a d  o f 
Merz’s trip.

A second 
official said 
G e r m a n y 
wanted to 
“ s t r e n g t h -
en trade and 
export oppor-
tunities, increase 
and incentivise 
foreign invest-
ment” and “di-
versify our sup-
ply chains... 
especially 

in the energy sector”.
Germany has long 
exported defence 
goods and sealed 
major infrastruc-
ture deals in the 

G u l f  r e g i o n , 
whose wealthy 
m o n a r c h i e s 
h ave  i n  t u r n 

used their ener-
gy riches to in-
vest in German 

corporate gi-
ants from 

Volkswagen to Deutsche Bank.
When Russia’s 2022 invasion 

of Ukraine led to sharply lower 
Russian energy supplies, Berlin 
turned to Doha to step up lique-
fied natural gas imports that got 
it through the following winter.

Berlin has now accelerated 
efforts to lessen its reliance on 
American LNG and wants to 
increasingly bank on green hy-
drogen generated through clean 
energy to achieve its climate tar-
gets.

Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
states have meanwhile been 
moving to diversify away from 
oil and gas, investing heavily in 
sectors from renewables to tour-
ism, logistics and AI.

Saudi Arabia to provide passports for kingdom's beloved camels
AFP | Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia has announced 
plans to issue passports to the 

kingdom's millions of camels, to 
help better manage the country's 
prized herds.

The ministry of the environ-
ment, water and agriculture 
promised the initiative would 
enhance the "productivity and 
efficiency in the sector and build 
a reliable reference database for 
camels".

A social media post from the 
ministry on Tuesday included a 
picture of the document: a green 
passport stamped with the coun-
try's coat of arms and a golden 
image of a camel.

The passport will "contribute 
to organising sales and trading 
operations by regulating com-
merce and transport, ensuring 
official documentation, protect-
ing owners' rights, and facilitat-
ing proof of ownership," accord-

ing state-backed broadcaster Al 
Ekhbariya.

In 2024, the government es-
timated there were around 2.2 
million camels in the kingdom.

Camels have long been a vital 
mode of transportation in Ara-
bia, conferring status on their 
owners and fuelling the rise of a 
lucrative breeding industry.

The kingdom also hosts beauty 
contests for camels at annual fes-
tivals, where Saudi enthusiasts 
spend hundreds of thousands of 
dollars on animal contestants -- 
and the unscrupulous sometimes 
seek an illegal advantage.

Organisers have in recent years 
cracked down on cosmetic en-
hancements, a malpractice that 
has thrived amid stiff competi-
tion and despite heavy penalties.

Methods to make the camels' 
lips droopier and their humps 
more shapely are particularly 
frowned upon by the authorities 
who want to encourage a natural 
look.

Camels have been essential 
to life on the Arabian peninsu-
la for millennia, with research 
published in 2021 suggesting 
life-sized carvings of camels and 
horses hewn into rock faces in 
Saudi Arabia could be around 
7,000 years old.

Russia demands Ukraine give in as UAE talks open
AFP | bu Dhabi, United Arab 
Emirates

Moscow yesterday demand-
ed Kyiv accept its condi-

tions to end the four-year-war 
and vowed to press on with its 
invasion otherwise, as negoti-
ations between the two sides 
opened in Abu Dhabi.

The US-mediated talks are the 
latest round of negotiations in a 
flurry of diplomacy that has so 
far failed to strike a deal to halt 
the war, unleashed by Russia’s 
February 2022 invasion.

“Our position is well known,” 

Kremlin spokesman Dmit-
ry Peskov told reporters on 
Wednesday as the talks got un-
derway.

“Until the Kyiv regime makes 
the appropriate decisions, the 
special military operation con-

tinues,” he said, using Russia’s 
term for the offensive.

Ukrainian President Volody-
myr Zelensky had on Tuesday 
said that Russia’s strikes on Ky-
iv’s energy system “confirms 
that attitudes in Moscow have 

not changed: they continue to 
bet on war and the destruction 
of Ukraine, and they do not take 
diplomacy seriously.”

“The work of our negotiating 

team will be adjusted according-
ly,” he said, without elaborating.

US President Donald Trump, 
however, said Russian President 
Vladimir Putin had “kept his 
word” with a week-long promise 
not to hit the capital or critical 
energy facilities.

“It’s a lot, you know, one week, 
we’ll take anything, because it’s 
really, really cold over there,” 
Trump said Tuesday.

“I want him to end the war,” 
Trump added of Putin. Asked 
if he was disappointed Putin 
had not extended the pause, he 
replied: “I would like him to.”

A man transports a girl and a woman in a motorcycle in Tehran

Camels with Saudi Open banners are paraded during the awarding ceremony of 
the Asian Tour Saudi Open golf tournament at the Riyadh Golf Club

A Cameroon-flagged cargo ship that ran aground on a beach in the town of 
Maria Chiquita due to strong winds recorded in the area, in Colon, Panama


