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News in brief 
 u The death toll in Hong 
Kong’s worst fire in decades rose 
to 160 after an additional body was 
identified, police said yesterday, 
adding that six people were still listed 
as missing. The blaze that tore through 
a high-rise apartment complex late 
last month was the world’s deadliest 
residential building blazed since 1980. 
Authorities reported a death toll of 159 
last week after all affected buildings had 
been searched. The toll increased by one 
on Tuesday after forensic testing revealed 
that a set of remains already included in the toll turned out to also include a 
second person, according to police commissioner Joe Chow. Officers have finished 
clearing away the fallen scaffolding around the towers and found one piece of 
“suspected human bone”, which is pending tests, Chow added. The identities of 
120 out of the 160 dead have been identified via DNA or fingerprint testing.

u The International Criminal Court yesterday handed down a 
sentence of 20 years to a Sudanese militia leader for war crimes and crimes 
against humanity committed during the country’s civil war two decades ago. The 

court had already convicted Ali Muhammad Ali Abd-
Al-Rahman, also known as Ali Kushayb, of 27 counts 
of crimes against humanity and war crimes, including 
rape, murder and torture, in the western Darfur region 
between 2003 and 2004. The 76-year-old, wearing a 
blue suit and tie, stood impassively as presiding judge 

Joanna Korner passed the sentence. Abd-Al-Rahman was a leading member of 
Sudan’s infamous Janjaweed militia who participated “actively” in multiple war 
crimes during the civil war, the court found.

u Nepal’s Election Commission said yesterday that 114 political 
parties, several new, have been approved to contest the first polls since a mass 
uprising ousted the government. Commission spokesman Narayan Prasad 
Bhattarai told AFP the election in the Himalayan 
nation of 30 million people was on track for March 
5, 2026. “About 19 million eligible voters have 
registered their names,” Bhattarai said. “We assure 
everyone that the election will take place in the given 
time,” he added, saying officials were determined to 
ensure a “free, impartial and peaceful environment”. 
Around a fifth of the 114 parties are new, and include 
several registered by young activists who helped 
launch the anti-corruption protests that shook the 
country on September 8-9. Those protests were 
triggered by a brief ban on social media, but fuelled by 
wider anger at economic hardship and corruption.

u Ukraine should hold elections, Donald 
Trump said in an interview published yesterday, 
calling into question whether the country is truly 
democratic, as he reiterated his sharp criticism 
of the Ukrainian leader. Speaking to Politico, 

the US president accused Kyiv of “using war” to 
avoid elections which have been postponed under 
the imposition of martial law since the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. “I think it’s 
an important time to hold an election. They’re 
using war not to hold an election, but I would think 
the Ukrainian people would... should have that 
choice,” Trump said. “You know, they talk about a 

democracy, but it gets to a point where it’s not a democracy anymore.” Without 
martial law, a Ukrainian presidential election would have been due in March 2024. 
Trump reiterated the criticisms he made on Sunday about Volodymyr Zelensky, 
claiming that the Ukrainian president had not read the US plan to end the war.

ICC 
sentences Sudan 
militia chief to 20 

years

Nepal 
approves 114 
parties for post-

uprising polls

Ukraine should 
hold elections, 

Trump says

Hong Kong fire 
death toll climbs to 

160

Astronomers detect cosmic flash 
from early universe star blast
Paris, France

An immensely powerful 
flash detected earlier this 

year was created by a massive 
star exploding when the uni-
verse was just five percent of 
its current age, astronomers 
said yesterday. 

The flash was spotted on 
March 14 by a French-Chinese 
space telescope called SVOM, 
which launched last year on 
a mission to track gamma-ray 
bursts, the brightest and most 
powerful explosions in the 
cosmos.

When the young scientists 
working on the mission for 
France’s Atomic Energy Com-
mission (CEA) received a mo-
bile phone alert that a major 
burst had arrived at Earth, they 
urged other telescopes to turn 
towards the source.

It came from a star around 
a hundred times bigger than 
our Sun that exploded 700 mil-
lion years after the Big Bang, 
according to two studies pub-
lished in the Astronomy & As-
trophysics journal.

“This is extremely rare -- 

it’s the fifth most distant gam-
ma-ray burst ever detected,” 
said Bertrand Cordier, the 
CEA’s scientific lead for SVOM 
and a co-author of both stud-
ies.

“The photons that reached 
our instruments travelled for 
13 billion years” to reach Earth, 
he told AFP.

The detection of the burst, 
which lasted tens of seconds, is 
also “the most precise in terms 
of the light we collected and 
the measurements we made,” 
he added.

South Korea scrambles jets after 
Russian, Chinese planes approach

Seven Russian and two Chinese military aircraft entered airspace

• None of the 
planes violated South 
Korean airspace

• Planes flew in and 
out of the zone for an 
hour before leaving

AFP | Seoul, South Korea

South Korea said it had 
sent up fighter jets yes-
terday after 

seven Russian and two Chinese 
military aircraft entered its air 
defence zone.

The Russian and Chinese 
aircraft entered the Korea Air 
Defence Identification Zone 
(KADIZ) around 10 am local time 
(0100 GMT), Seoul’s Joint Chiefs 
of Staff said in a statement.

None of the planes violated 
South Korean airspace, they said.

Seoul said it deployed “fighter 
jets to take tactical measures in 
preparation for any contingen-
cies” in response.

The planes flew in and out of 

the zone for an hour before leav-
ing, the military said, according 
to Yonhap.

The planes were spotted be-
fore they entered the air defence 
identification zone, defined as a 
broader area in which countries 
police aircraft for security rea-
sons but which does not consti-
tute their airspace.

China’s defence ministry lat-
er said it had organised drills 

with Russia’s military 
according 

to “annual cooperation plans”.
The drills took place Tues-

day above the East China Sea 
and western Pacific Ocean, 
the ministry said, calling the 
exercises their “10th joint stra-
tegic air patrol”. Since 2019, 
China and Russia have regu-
larly flown military aircraft 
into South Korea’s air defence 
zone without prior notice, cit-
ing joint exercises.

Major Japan quake injures 30, damages roads
Quake triggered tsunami waves up to 70 centimetres

• Shinkansen bullet-
train service was 
suspended in some areas

AFP | Sapporo, Japan

A big quake off Japan injured 
at least 30 people, author-

ities said yesterday, damaging 
roads and knocking out power 
for thousands in freezing tem-
peratures.

The Japan Meteorological 
Agency said the magnitude 7.5 
quake at 11:15 pm on Monday 
(1415 GMT) -- downgraded from 
its first reading of 7.6 -- raised 
the chances of similar or larger 
tremors in the coming days.

Prime Minister Sanae Taka-
ichi said 30 people were injured 
in the quake off the coast of the 
northern Aomori region, which 
triggered tsunami waves up to 
70 centimetres (28 inches).

Daiki Shimohata, 33, a civil 
servant in Hashikami on Hon-
shu island, told AFP that he and 
his family rushed outside their 
home.

"The tremor was something 

that we've never experienced. 
It lasted maybe for about 20 sec-
onds," Shimohata said by phone.

"We were holding our chil-
dren -- a two-year-old girl and a 
one-year-old boy -- in our arms. 
The shaking reminded me of the 
disaster (in 2011)," he said.

One person was seriously hurt 

in the main northern island of 
Hokkaido, according to the 
Fire and Disaster Management 
Agency.

Footage showed people in a 
supermarket clinging to a ta-
ble with items having fallen off 
shelves, as well as crevasses in 
roads and at least one car in a 

hole.
Elsewhere broken glass from 

windows was scattered on roads 
and pavements.

Initially there were reports 
of several fires but government 
spokesman Minoru Kihara said 
Tuesday that was one confirmed 
blaze at a house.

A vehicle rests on the edge of a collapsed road in Tohoku town in Aomori Prefecture

India’s biggest airline IndiGo says operations ‘back to normal’
AFP | New Delhi, India

India’s biggest airline IndiGo 
said yesterday its operations 

had stabilised  after it cancelled 
thousands of flights, triggering 
days of airport chaos -- sparked 
by a since-suspended new pilot 
rest policy.

“Our on-time performance 
is... back to normal levels,” an 
IndiGo statement said, add-
ing the airline was operat-
ing more than 1,800 flights 
on Tuesday, and planned to 
“fly nearly 1,900 flights” on  
Wednesday.

But India’s aviation regula-
tor, the Directorate General of 
Civil Aviation (DGCA), told the 
airline to cut its planned flights 
by five percent, as it had “not 
demonstrated an ability to oper-

ate these schedules efficiently.”
Airports across India were 

thrown into disarray last week, 
with the private carrier admit-

ting “misjudgement and plan-
ning gaps” in adapting to new 
rules had led to an operation-
al meltdown -- even though it 

had two years to prepare for 
the switch.

The new rules came into ef-
fect last month, with the aim of 
giving pilots more rest periods 
to enhance passenger safety.

India’s Minister of Civil Avi-
ation Ram Mohan Naidu last 
week said the flight duty time 
limitations rules had “been 
placed in abeyance”.

Naidu told parliament on 
Tuesday that a “detailed en-
forcement investigation” into 
the disruption had begun.

“No airline, however large, 
will be permitted to cause 
such hardship to passengers 
through planning failures, 
non-compliance or non-adher-
ence to statutory provisions,”  
Naidu said.

A passenger waits outside the IndiGo Airlines kiosk at the Kempegowda 
International Airport in Bengaluru
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