
Sri Lanka issues fresh landslide 
warnings as death toll hits 607
AFP | Colombo

Heavy rains triggered fresh 
landslide warnings in Sri 

Lanka’s worst-affected central 
hills yesterday, as the death toll 
from last week’s Cyclone Dit-
wah jumped to 607.

The National Building Re-
search Organisation (NBRO), 
which monitors the stability 
of mountain slopes, said heavy 
rainfall could further saturate 
the hills and make them un-
stable.

“Since rainfall within the past 
24 hours has exceeded 150 mil-
limetres, if the rains continue, 
evacuate to a safe location to 
avoid the risk of landslides,” the 
NBRO said in a statement.

The latest deluge was brought 
on by the onset of the monsoon 
rains, although some of the 
earlier flooding that began last 
week has started to subside.

The Disaster Management 
Centre (DMC) said 607 people 
had been confirmed dead, with 
many of those previously un-
accounted for now presumed 
killed in the devastating mud-
slides.

The number of missing was 
revised down from 341 to 214, 
while the number of people 
affected rose to just over two 
million.

The number of people in 
state-run refugee camps fell 
further to 150,000 from a peak 
of 225,000 as floodwaters re-
ceded in and around the capital 
Colombo.

Record rainfall triggered the 

floods and deadly landslides, 
which President Anura Kumara 
Dissanayake has described as 
the most challenging natural 
disaster in the history of the 
island.

 Fresh IMF talks 
Addressing parliament yes-

terday, Dissanayake said he 
had asked the IMF to delay the 
release of the sixth instalment 
of a $2.9 billion bailout loan 
in order to negotiate a bigger  
payout.

“The IMF board was to sign 
off on releasing $347 million on 
December 15, but we have now 
asked them to put it off because 
we want time to negotiate a 
bigger instalment,” Dissanay-
ake said.

He said fresh talks with the 
Washington-based lender of 
last resort were essential, be-
cause the country’s econom-
ic situation had drastically 
changed following the disaster 
across the island.

Yesterday’s new landslide 
alert covered areas not previ-
ously identified as high risk.

Lebanon president says country 
does not want war with Israel

AFP | Beirut

Lebanese President Joseph 
Aoun yesterday told a Unit-

ed Nations Security Council 
delegation his country does not 
want war with Israel, days after 
civilian representatives from 
both sides held their first talks 
in decades.

Despite a November 2024 
ceasefire that was supposed to 
end more than a year of hostili-
ties between Israel and the Iran-
backed militant group, Israel 
has kept up strikes on Lebanon 
and has also maintained troops 
in five south Lebanon areas it 
deems strategic.

During his meeting with UN 
Security Council ambassadors, 
Aoun said the Lebanese “do not 
want war again, the Lebanese 
people have suffered enough 
and there will be no going back”, 
according to a statement from 
the presidency.

Aoun called on the envoys to 
support the Lebanese army’s 
efforts to disarm non-govern-
ment groups. The army expects 

to complete the first phase of its 
government-approved plan by 
the end of the year.

“The Lebanese army will play 
its full role... The international 
community must support and 
assist it.”

Aoun called there was “no go-
ing back” on the decision, “even 
if it requires some time, because 
the Lebanese are tired of mili-
tary confrontations”.

Following “a new round of 
negotiations” that began on 
Wednesday, Aoun stressed “the 
need to pressure the Israeli side 
to implement the ceasefire and 
withdraw, and expressed his 
hope for pressure from the del-
egation”.

America First strategy 
realigns foreign policy
Trump strategy shifts from global role and vows ‘resistance’ in Europe

• Focus shifts from 
global to regional

• Latin America 
now top priority

• Calls to end 
mass migration

AFP | Washington

President Donald Trump 
laid out a radical realign-
ment of US foreign policy 

yesterday, shifting the longtime 
superpower’s focus from global 
to regional, brutally criticizing 
Europe as facing “civilizational 
erasure” and putting a top priori-
ty on eliminating mass migration.

The national security strate-
gy, meant to flesh out Trump’s 
norms-shattering worldview, 
elevates Latin America to the 
top of the US agenda in a sharp 
reorientation from longstanding 
US calls to focus on Asia to face a 
rising China.

“In everything we do, we 
are putting America First,” 
Trump said in a preamble to the 
long-awaited paper.

Breaking with decades of at-
tempts to be the sole superpower, 
the strategy said that the “United 
States rejects the ill-fated con-
cept of global domination for 
itself.”

It said that the United States 
would also prevent other powers, 
namely China, from dominating 
but added: “This does not mean 
wasting blood and treasure to 
curtail the influence of all the 
world’s great and middle pow-
ers.”

The strategy called for a “re-
adjustment of our global mili-
tary presence to address urgent 
threats in our Hemisphere,” 
starting with migration.

“The era of mass migration 
must end,” the strategy said.

The strategy made clear that 
the United States under Trump 
would aggressively pursue sim-
ilar objectives in Europe, in line 
with far-right parties’ agendas.

In extraordinary language 
in addressing close allies, the 
strategy said the administration 
would be “cultivating resistance 
to Europe’s current trajectory 
within European nations.”

Germany quickly hit back, say-
ing that it does not need “outside 
advice.”

The strategy pointed to Eu-
rope’s slide in share of the global 

economy -- which is the result 
largely of the rise of China and 
other emerging powers -- and 
said: “This economic decline is 
eclipsed by the real and more 
stark prospect of civilizational 
erasure.”

“Should present trends con-
tinue, the continent will be un-
recognizable in 20 years or less.”

As Trump seeks an end to the 
Ukraine war that would likely 
favor Russia gaining territory, 
the strategy accused Europeans 
of weakness and said the United 
States should focus on “ending 
the perception, and preventing 
the reality, of NATO as a perpet-
ually expanding alliance.”

 Updated ‘Monroe Doctrine’ 
Trump since returning to 

office in January has ordered 
sweeping curbs on migration, af-
ter a political career built on fan-
ning fears that America’s white 
majority is losing its status.

The strategy speaks in bold 
terms of pressing US dominance 
in Latin America, where the 
Trump administration has been 
striking alleged drug traffickers 

at sea, intervening to bring down 
leftist leaders including in Vene-
zuela, and loudly seeking to take 
charge of key resources such as 
the Panama Canal.

The strategy cast Trump as 
modernizing the two-cen-
tury-old Monroe Doctrine, in 
which the then young United 
States declared Latin America 
off-limits to rival powers.

“We will assert and enforce a 
‘Trump Corollary’ to the Monroe 
Doctrine,” it said.

The strategy paid compara-
tively little attention to the Mid-
dle East, which has long con-
sumed Washington.

Pointing to US efforts to in-
crease energy supply at home 

and not in the oil-rich Gulf, the 
strategy said: “America’s historic 
reason for focusing on the Mid-
dle East will recede.”

The paper said it was a US pri-
ority for Israel to be secure, but 
stopped short of the fulsome lan-
guage on Israel used even in the 
first Trump administration.

 China still competitor 
On China, the strategy repeat-

ed calls for a “free and open” 
Asia-Pacific region but focused 
more on the nation as an eco-
nomic competitor.

After much speculation on 
whether Trump would budge on 
Taiwan, the self-ruling democra-
cy claimed by Beijing, the strat-
egy made clear that the United 
States supports the decades-old 
status quo, but called on allies 
Japan and South Korea to con-
tribute more to ensure Taiwan’s 
defense from China.

The strategy predictably puts 
little focus on Africa, saying the 
United States should transition 
away from “liberal ideology” and 
an “aid-focused relationship” 
and emphasize goals such as se-
curing critical minerals.

US presidents usually release 
a National Security Strategy in 
each White House term. The 
last, released by Joe Biden in 
2022, prioritized winning a com-
petitive edge over China while 
constraining a “dangerous”  
Russia.

The strategy employs 
stark language, 

warning that Europe 
could become 

“unrecognizable in 
20 years or less” if 

current demographic 
and economic trends 

continue
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Penguins queue in Paris 
zoo for their bird flu jabs

AFP | Paris

A curious seagull strolled 
nonchalantly through the 

penguin enclosure at a zoo in 
Paris.

It looked harmless enough 
but the seagull could pose an 
existential threat to the pen-
guins with a devastating bird 
flu outbreak killing hundreds 
of millions of birds across the 
world over the last few years.

That is why 41 Humboldt 
penguins were queued up near 
their pool in the Paris Zoolog-
ical Park on a cold December 
morning at the start of influ-
enza season.

A zookeeper whispered 
some reassuring words to one 
called Cissou as a veterinarian 
injected him with his annual 
bird flu vaccine shot.

After getting his jab, Cissou 
waddled off back into his en-
closure.

Around 10 zoo staff took the 
chance to weigh and meas-
ure the penguins, collecting 
feathers, taking blood sam-
ples, examining their feet and 

checking their microchips.
In a month, the young pen-

guins born this year will get a 
booster shot.

The zoo, which is in Vin-
cennes park in the east of the 
French capital, has never de-
tected a case of bird flu.

But it is home to wild birds 
such as crows, magpies, geese 
and parakeets, and an outbreak 
would be catastrophic for the 
zoo animals.

Last week French health au-
thorities warned this bird flu 
season is already looking like 
it will be the worst in a couple 
of years.

Bird flu was detected in Ant-
arctica for the first time ear-
ly last year, causing concern 
among scientists about the fate 
of the penguins there.

Sylvie Laidebeure, a vet at 
the Paris zoo, told AFP “these 
animals are generally threat-
ened in their natural habitat” 
as she inserted a needle into 
the breast of a Humboldt pen-
guin, which are classified as 
vulnerable by the Internation-
al Union for Conservation of 
Nature.

FAILURE WILL NEVER OVERTAKE 
ME IF MY DETERMINATION TO 
SUCCEED IS STRONG ENOUGH 
OG MANDINO
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We will  hold the 
first-ever EU–Jor-

dan Summit on 8 January 
2026 in Amman. A mile-
stone moment to strength-
en our partnership & a key 
opportunity to step up our 
efforts in tackling shared 
geopolitical challenges. I 
look forward to meeting 
@KingAbdullahII with 
President @vonderleyen

@eucopresident

When I served on the 
Pentagon’s Defense 

Innovation Board (under 
part of Obama-2 and all of 
Trump-1), what impressed 
me most about the com-
mitment of Military Of-
ficers was their sworn al-
legiance — not to a leader 
or commander or a king, 
but to the US Constitution.

@neiltyson

In an era of political 
division & social isola-

tion, volunteering offers 
a powerful way to forge 
connections & foster our 
shared humanity. On this 
International Volunteer 
Day, we honour the mil-
lions across the globe 
stepping forward to serve 
their communities.

@antonioguterres

Cyclone Ditwah has 
struck Sri Lanka hard 

– 1.8M people are reeling 
from destructive floods 
and landslides. Togeth-
er with government and 
partners, @WFP is scaling 
up to deliver emergency 
food & assistance to the 
hardest-hit families. We 
are committed to reach 
those most in need.

@WFPChief

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

editorial stances)
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News in brief 
 u Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu 
denounced the ongoing 

corruption case against him as a “Bugs Bunny trial” 
and defended his pardon request in a video published 
on social media. The three-minute video, released late last 
night, came a week after Netanyahu formally requested a 
pardon from Israeli President Isaac Herzog, arguing that his 
prosecution was dividing the nation. US President Donald 

Trump also sent a letter last month to Herzog with the same request. In the video, 
Netanyahu denounced the proceedings a “political trial” designed to force him 
from office, reiterating his longstanding denial of any wrongdoing..

 u The Pentagon said it has 
endorsed the tripartite AUKUS 
security pact with the United 
Kingdom and Australia, which would involve 
Canberra’s acquisition of at least three 
Virginia-class nuclear submarines within 
15 years. The administration of Donald Trump 
said earlier this year it was reviewing a 2021 
deal for the nuclear-powered attack subs signed 
under his presidential predecessor Joe Biden. 
The Department of Defense completed its five-month review, which endorsed 
the AUKUS agreement and determined it is “in alignment with President Trump’s 
America First agenda,” Pentagon spokesman Sean Parnell said in a statement.

 u A strike on an alleged 
drug-trafficking boat in the 
eastern Pacific Ocean killed four 

people on Dec 4, the US military said, amid 
a growing controversy over a campaign that 
has taken more than 87 lives. Defence Secretary 
Pete Hegseth and President Donald Trump’s 
administration have especially come under fire 
over an incident in early September in which US 
forces targeted the wreckage of a vessel that had 

already been hit, killing two survivors. A senior Democratic lawmaker who saw 
footage of that incident on Dec 4 said it showed a US attack on “shipwrecked 
sailors”, while others have described it as a possible war crime.

Netanyahu mocks corruption 
trial as ‘Bugs Bunny’ farce

New US strike on alleged 
drug boat in Pacific kills four

Pentagon endorses 
Australia submarine pact

Humboldt penguins are releasead after the vaccination against avian 
influenza

The Lebanese army 
will play its full role... 

The international 
community must 

support and assist it
JOSEPH AOUN

In everything we do, 
we are putting America 

First
DONALD TRUMP

President Anura 
Kumara Dissanayake 
described the record 
rainfall, floods, and 
deadly landslides as 
the most challenging 
natural disaster in 

the island’s history
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Mongols led by Batu Khan occupy 
and destroy Kyiv after an eight-
day siege; out of 50,000 people in 
the city, only 2,000 survive

13th Amendment of the United States 
Constitution is ratified, abolishing 
slavery except as a punishment for crime 
where the party has been duly convicted

Hugo Chávez 
is elected 
President of 
Venezuela

NASA reveals photographs taken 
by Mars Global Surveyor that 
suggest the presence of liquid 
water on Mars

C U R I O S E R  &  C U R I O S E R

A man walks through flood waters on a 
street in Vietnam’s Lam Dong province

Russia commits to India energy
Putin promises ongoing energy shipments amid broad India-Russia cooperation talks

• Russian 
leader promises 
uninterrupted fuel

• Modi praises 
Russia’s reliability

• Energy, defence 
dominate summit

• Trade plan 
agreed to 2030

AFP | Washington

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin said yesterday he 
was ready to continue 

“uninterrupted shipments” of 
fuel to India.

Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, who is hosting Putin at a 
summit in New Delhi dominat-
ed by energy, defence and trade 
talks, thanked the Russian leader 
for his “unwavering commitment 
towards India”.

Putin, on his first visit to close 
partner India since the Ukraine 
war, was given a red-carpet wel-
come with an honour guard and 
21-gun salute.

“Russia is a reliable supplier 
of oil, gas, coal, and everything 
that is required for the develop-

ment of India’s energy,” Putin 
told Modi after talks.

“We are ready to continue un-
interrupted shipments of fuel for 
the fast-growing Indian econo-
my,” he added, according to an 
official translator.

Modi said that “energy security 
has been a strong and impor-
tant pillar of the India-Russia 
partnership”, and while he ref-

erenced nuclear power, he made 
no specific reference to oil.

Modi addressed “my friend” 
Putin and praised New Delhi and 
Moscow’s longstanding ties.

“We have agreed on an eco-
nomic cooperation program until 
2030,” Modi told Putin, after of-
ficials exchanged a raft of agree-
ments spanning jobs, health, 
shipping and chemicals.

“This will ensure that our 
trade and investment are diversi-
fied, balanced, and sustainable.”

Bilateral trade reached $68.7 
billion in 2024-25 -- almost six 
times higher than the pre-pan-
demic levels -- but Indian ex-
ports accounted for only $4.88 
billion.

Besides discussions around 
cutting-edge defence hardware, 
which includes air defence sys-
tems, fighter jets, and nuclear 
submarines, New Delhi will push 
for easier access to the wider 
Russian market.

Defence ministers met as part 
of the talks, Indian foreign minis-
try official Vikram Misri said, but 
no final deal was struck.

We are ready 
to continue 

uninterrupted 
shipments of fuel 

for the fast-growing 
Indian economy,”

VLADIMIR PUTIN

Bilateral trade 
between India and 

Russia reached $68.7 
billion in 2024-25, 
which is almost six 

times higher than the 
trade levels recorded 

before the pandemic
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Lebanon’s President Joseph Aoun waves before a visit of Pope Leo XIV (file photo)

Russia’s President Vladimir Putin (L) speaks with India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi after their joint press statements at 
the Hyderabad House in New Delhi

US President Donald Trump and First Lady Melania Trump attend the National Christmas Tree Lighting at the Ellipse in 
Washington, DC

Commuters drive through a flooded street amid heavy rains in Colombo

Flooding kills two as Vietnam hit by dozens of landslides
AFP | Hanoi

Heavy rain in Vietnam trig-
gered flooding that killed at 

least two people and caused more 
than a dozen landslides, state me-
dia said yesterday, adding to what 
authorities called the “most unu-
sual” year of natural disasters in 

the country’s history.
South-central Vietnam has 

been lashed by weeks of heavy 
rain, submerging hundreds of 
thousands of homes in coastal 
tourism hotspots and causing 
deadly landslides in mountain-
ous regions.

Downpours inundated thou-

sands more homes in Lam Dong 
province on Thursday and killed 
at least two people, the Voice of 
Vietnam news outlet reported.

It added that 16 landslides 
struck the province, damaging 
roads and bridges and forcing 
the evacuation of hundreds of  
homes.


