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Chinese fleet commander Zheng He sets 
sail to the Spice Islands on his first major 
expedition, leading 208 vessels, includ-
ing 62 treasure ships with 27,800 sailors

Pope Clement 
VII excommuni-
cates England’s 
King Henry VIII

English poet John Keats 
writes “In the Cottage Where 
Burns is Born,” “Lines Written 
in the Highlands,” and “Gadfly”

Franklin Roosevelt 
announces that he will run 

for a fourth term as President 
of the United States
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You can cut & paste 
your entire source 

code file into the que-
ry entry box on http://
grok.com and @Grok 4 
will fix it for you! This is 
what everyone @xAI

 does. Works better than 
Cursor.

@elonmusk

Interacted with MPs 
from Namibia after 

my address to their Par-
liament. Their positivity 
towards India is clearly 
visible!

@narendramodi

We stand firmly with 
Ukraine amid the 

devastating Russian at-
tacks. With SAFE, Europe 
is mobilising urgently 
needed military support. 
And with the Coalition 
of the Willing we keep 
up the pressure, to bring 
Russia to the negotiating 
table.

@vonderleyen

Meeting of the Coa-
lition of the Will-

ing. Today’s format was 
expanded – for the first 
time, representatives of 
the United States took 
part in our meeting, in-
cluding General Kellogg, 
Senators Graham and 
Blumenthal. 

@ZelenskyyUa

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

editorial stance)
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News in brief 
 u Texas authorities faced 
mounting scrutiny yesterday over 
the response to flash flooding that 
has left at least 120 people dead, as 
details surfaced about reported delays 
of early alerts that could have saved 
lives. The confirmed death toll from 
Fourth of July holiday floods that 
ravaged the central Texas Hill Country 
-- including a river bank cluttered with 
children’s summer camps -- stood at 120, 
after police lowered it by one from a day 
earlier. And the urgent search for more than 
170 people still missing entered a seventh 
day. Hundreds of workers in Kerr County and 
other central Texas communities continue to comb through piles of muddy debris, 
but with no live rescues reported this week, worries have swelled that the death 
toll could still rise. With US President Donald Trump preparing to visit the disaster 
zone Friday with First Lady Melania Trump, new questions have emerged about 
when the first emergency alerts reached the hundreds of people in the path of 
nature’s fury. At a news conference Thursday Kerrville police Sergeant Jonathan 

Lamb deflected a question about police radios being 
unable to communicate with county and emergency 
officials, perhaps hampering rescue efforts as the flood 
raged.

u Russian and American top diplomats held a 
“frank exchange” as they met in Malaysia on Thursday, 
Moscow said, with US Secretary of State Marco Rubio 

saying his Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov had shared a “new idea” on Ukraine. 
The pair met hours after Moscow pummelled Kyiv for a second night in a row 
and as the UN said the number of victims from Russian attacks was at its highest 
level in three years. After launching the barrage, which killed two people in the 
Ukrainian capital, Moscow denied peace talks with Kyiv were at a dead end.

u The UN warned yesterday  that 
Washington was setting a “dangerous 
precedent” by imposing sanctions on a UN 
expert for criticising US policy on Gaza and 
called for the cancellation of the action. United 
Nations rights chief Volker Turk also called 
for a halt to “attacks and threats” against people 
appointed by the UN and international institutions like 
the International Criminal Court, whose judges have 
also been hit with US sanctions.“I urge the prompt 
reversal of US sanctions against a special rapporteur of the UN Human Rights 
Council, Francesca Albanese, in response to work she has undertaken under the 
mandate on the situation of human rights in the occupied Palestinian territory,” 
Turk said in a statement.

Russia says 
holds ‘frank 
exchange’ with 
US on Ukraine 

war

UN says US 
sanctions on expert sets 
‘dangerous precedent’, 

must be reversed

Scrutiny over 
Texas flood response 
mounts as death toll 

hits 120

A total of 251 hostages were 
seized in the attack. For-

ty-nine are still being held in 
Gaza, including 27 the Israeli 
military says are dead.

KNOW WHAT

Cement is more expensive in 
Kyrgyzstan than anywhere 

else in Central Asia and 
the government is mulling 

adding it to a list of socially 
sensitive products, alongside 

bread and oil, that would 
allow it to dampen surging 

prices.

KNOW WHAT

Ten rescued after 
deadly Huthi ship 
sinking off Yemen
Dubai, United Arab Emir-
ates

Ten people have been 
rescued after Yemen's 

Huthis sank a cargo ship, an 
EU naval force said yester-
day, with three killed and 12 
missing in one of the rebel 
group's deadliest Red Sea 
attacks.

Three Filipino crew and a 
Greek member of the Eter-
nity C ship's onboard secu-
rity team were plucked from 
the sea overnight, "bringing 
the total number of those 
rescued to 10", the Europe-
an Union's Operation Aspi-
des naval task force posted 
on X.

On Wednesday, the Iran-
backed Huthis said they had 
"rescued" an unspecified 
number of the Eternity C's 
crew and taken them to a 
safe location. The US em-
bassy for Yemen accused 
the rebels of kidnapping the 
survivors.

The deadly attack was 
the rebels' second assault 
on a commercial vessel in 
the Red Sea in recent days 
and threatened a May truce 
with the United States that 
ended weeks of air strikes 
on Huthi targets.

Rebel leader Abdel Malek 
al-Huthi said both ships be-
longed to companies serv-
ing Israeli ports.

He said the attacks would 
continue "as long as the (Is-
raeli) aggression and siege 
of Gaza persist".

The $10 mn bag: Original 
Birkin smashes records

Paris, France

The first-ever Birkin bag 
designed by French lux-

ury brand Hermes for celeb-
rity Jane Birkin sold for 8.58 
million euros ($10 million) at 
a Sotheby’s auction in Paris 
yesterday, smashing previous 
price records for a handbag.

The modern design classic, 
owned by a Paris-based hand-
bag collector, sparked a tele-
phone bidding war up to seven 
million euros, with the final 
sale price set at 8.58 million 
with commission and fees, the 
Sotheby’s website showed.

“After weeks of anticipation, 
the bidding opened at 1 million 
euros — prompting a gasp from 
the room,” Sotheby’s said in a 
statement.

T h e  f i n a l  b u ye r,  w h o 
eclipsed eight other rivals, was 
a “private collector from Ja-
pan”, the auction house added, 

without giving further details.
The previous record price 

for a handbag at auction was 
set by a diamond-encrusted 
crocodile skin Hermes Kelly 
28, which fetched $513,000 
in 2021 at Christie’s in Hong 
Kong.

Sotheby’s had advised that 
the Birkin prototype was ex-
pected to beat that level during 
its sale.

But the staggering price tag 
for a well-worn item is in keep-
ing with the fashion world’s 
recent flashy aesthetics.

After years of so-called 
“quiet luxury” dominating 
catwalks, designers have em-
braced more ostentatious looks 
in recent seasons that have 
been dubbed “boom boom” by 
some trend forecasters.

Modern-day Birkin bags are 
offered by Hermes to loyal cli-
ents, with prices starting at 
around $10,000.

The “Birkin” bag by Hermes which belonged to British-French actress and 
singer Jane Birkin at the Sotheby’s auction house in Paris

Hamas says Israeli troops sticking 
point in truce as Gaza pounded

Opposed to Israeli control over Rafah, on the border with Egypt

• Israel announced 
earlier this year that 
the army was seizing 
large areas in Gaza

• Earlier agreed to 
release 10 people seized in 
its October 7, 2023 attack

• Hamas has given 
no timeline for the 
release of hostages

• On Thursday, eight 
children were among 
17 killed in an Israeli 
strike outside a medical 
clinic in Deir el-Balah 
in central Gaza

AFP | Jerusalem, Undefined

Hamas yesterday said it 
opposes any ceasefire 
deal that includes a large 

Israeli military presence in Gaza, 
after offering to release some 
hostages and as the civil defence 
agency reported scores killed 
across the Palestinian territory.

The  group said late Wednes-
day that it had agreed to release 
10 people seized in its October 7, 
2023 attack on Israel that sparked 
the war.

Both sides have been holding 
indirect talks in Qatar since Sun-
day to agree a temporary truce 
and the United States says it is 
hopeful that a 60-day halt can be 
secured in the coming days.

But Hamas said disagreements 
over the free flow of aid into Gaza 

and Israel’s military withdrawal 
were sticking points, as were its 
demands for “real guarantees” for 
a lasting peace.

Senior Hamas official Bassem 
Naim told AFP on Thursday: “We 
cannot accept the perpetuation of 
the occupation of our land and the 
surrender of our people to isolat-
ed enclaves under the control of 
the occupation army (Israel).

“This is what the negotiating 
delegation is presenting to the 
occupation so far in the current 
round of negotiations in Doha.”

Hamas was particularly op-
posed to Israeli control over Ra-
fah, on the border with Egypt, 

and the so-called Morag Corridor 
between the southern city and 
Khan Yunis, he added.

Israel announced earlier this 
year that the army was seizing 
large areas in Gaza and incor-
porating them into buffer zones 
cleared of their inhabitants.

Naim also said the group want-
ed an end to the current delivery 
of aid by a US- and Israel-backed 
group, a system which has seen 
scores killed while seeking hand-
outs. On Thursday, eight children 
were among 17 killed in an Israeli 
strike outside a medical clinic in 
Deir el-Balah in central Gaza, the 
civil defence agency said.

Rabih Torbay, the head of US 
medical charity Project Hope, 
which runs the facility, called it “a 
blatant violation of humanitarian 
law, and a stark reminder that no 
one and no place is safe in Gaza, 
even as ceasefire talks continue”.

Hamas called it “an atrocious 
crime”.

Israel’s military said it had 
struck a Hamas man in the city 
who had infiltrated Israel dur-
ing the 2023 attack and that it 
“regrets any harm to uninvolved 
individuals”.

UN brings fuel into Gaza for first 
time in 130 days: spokesman

The United Nations managed 
to bring 75,000 liters of fuel into 
Gaza, the first in 130 days, the 
secretary-general’s spokesman 
said yesterday, noting it was 
still far from enough to allevi-
ate shortages in the war-torn  
territory.

“We and our humanitarian 
partners need hundreds of thou-
sands of liters of fuel each day 
to keep essential life-saving and 
life-sustaining operations going, 
meaning that the amount entered 
yesterday isn’t sufficient to cover 
even one day of energy require-
ment,” said Stephane Dujarric, 
warning that crucial services will 
shut down if more fuel does not 
enter Gaza immediately.

Israeli troops deploy by Israel’s border fence with the Gaza Strip

EU chief von der 
Leyen comfortably 
survives confidence 
vote
AFP | Strasbourg, France

EU chief Ursula von der 
Leyen yesterday com-

fortably saw off a no-confi-
dence vote in the European 
Parliament -- but the rare 
challenge has exposed fric-
tions between her backers 
and complaints about her 
leadership style.

Lawmakers in Strasbourg 
rejected the censure motion 
-- launched by the far-right 
over the European Commis-
sion president’s handling 
of Covid vaccine contracts 
-- by 360 to 175 in a widely 
expected result.

“In a moment of global 
volatility and unpredicta-
bility, the EU needs strength, 
vision, and the capacity to 
act,” von der Leyen, who 
wasn’t at the parliament for 
the vote, wrote on X after-
wards.

Houses made 
from rice

Kyrgyzstan's eco-friendly revolution

• Made of 60 
percent rice husks

• 31.4 million tons of 
rice husks fill landfills

• Nursultan 
Taabaldyev is one of 
the pioneers of the 
technology in Central

AFP | Kyzyl-Kiya, Kyrgyzstan

It may look like an ordinary 
building site but Akmatbek 
Uraimov's new house in 

Kyrgyzstan is being built with 
blocks of rice.

The eco-friendly alternative 
to conventional construction 
materials is booming in the Cen-
tral Asian country, which is vul-
nerable to global warming and 
grapples with water shortages.

Before selecting the unor-
thodox material, Uraimov had 
researched other options, but 
concluded that the relatively 
cheap blocks made from rice 
husks were his best option.

"In terms of insulation, cost, 
as well as for builders, it turned 
out to be convenient," said Urai-
mov, who lives in the village 
of Kyzyl-Kiya in southern Kyr-
gyzstan.

"People didn't know about it. 
Now they see it, they are inter-
ested, they call," he told AFP.

Nursultan Taabaldyev is one 
of the pioneers of the technol-
ogy in Central Asia hailed as 
an environmentally friendly 
alternative to water-intensive 
concrete.

In a workshop in his home 
region of Batken, rice dust was 
billowing into the air from the 
husks, the rough outer shell of 
rice which is normally thrown 
away or burned.

Workers with protective 
masks over their faces were 
compressing the bricks before 
rushing to dry them, and help-
ing clients load the finished 
blocks onto trucks.

They are "made of 60 percent 
rice husks. The rest is clay, ce-
ment and a chemical-free glue," 
Taabaldyev told AFP.

When dry, they are as strong 
as cement thanks to silica natu-
rally present inside the husks.

"This idea came to me as a 
child, while doing carpentry 
with my father," said Taabaldyev.

The 27-year-old has already 
built "300 houses" in five years 
-- first with sawdust, then with 
rice.

’No particular danger’
When he started, there was 

little robust research into the 
technology.

That is starting to change.
Several initial studies from 

various countries have high-
lighted the potential economic 
and environmental benefits of 
using rice blocks in construc-
tion.

Crucially, they require less 
cement, which is responsible for 
approximately eight percent of 
global carbon dioxide emissions, 
according to 2023 figures from 
the World Economic Forum.

In her village in a mountain-
ous and arid region, Ykhval Bo-

riyeva has also opted for rice 
blocks, praising their insulating 
qualities.

Her house remains "warm 
in winter and cool in spring" 
thanks to its low thermal con-
ductivity.

"We save on coal. The walls 
retain heat and coolness well," 
she said.

The material is also well 
within reach, with the Batken 
region producing a third of Kyr-
gyzstan's rice crop.

"Rice waste is thrown into the 

fields, slowly burns, harms the 
environment, and is not used 
as fertiliser. So we decided to 
recycle it," Taabaldyev said.

The problem of dealing with 
rice waste is even more acute in 
large rice producers like India.

There "31.4 million tons of 
rice husks fill landfills and cause 
environmental problems," ac-
cording to a study late last year 
published by Springer Nature.

Next up ’crushed reed’
Farmer Abdimamat Saparov 

is another who has welcomed 
Taabaldyev's innovative ap-
proach, pointing at the mounds 
of rice waste.

"After harvesting and drying 
the rice, about 40 percent of 
waste remains, which we have 
no way of processing," said Sap-
arov. Such abundance makes 
the blocks cheaper than ordi-
nary building bricks -- anoth-
er crucial factor in southern 
Kyrgyzstan, where the average 
monthly salary is around $230.

A view of the production facility of rice construction blocks, made mostly of rice husks - a byproduct of rice processing, in 
the Batken region in southern Kyrgyzstan

Farmer Abdimamat Saparov is pictured at the processing facility of his rice 
farm in the Batken region in southern Kyrgyzstan

Israel says would negotiate 
permanent Gaza ceasefire during 

60-day truce
Jerusalem, Undefined

Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu yesterday said that 

Israel was ready to negotiate 
a permanent ceasefire in Gaza 
during a 60-day truce but only 
if the Palestinian territory was 
demilitarised.

“At the beginning of this cease-
fire, we will enter negotiations 
for a permanent end to the war,” 

he said, adding that Israel’s “fun-
damental conditions” were that 
“Hamas lays down its weapons” 
and no longer has “governing or 
military capabilities”.

“If this can be achieved 
through negotiations, great. If 
it cannot be achieved through 
negotiations within 60 days, we 
will achieve it through other 
means, by using force, the force 
of our heroic army,” he added.


