
Nobel laureate Machado feared for her life leaving Venezuela
AFP | Oslo

Venezuelan opposition lead-
er Maria Corina Machado, 

winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace 
Prize, feared for her life during 
her secret journey from Vene-
zuela to Norway to receive the 
award, she said yesterday.

“There were moments when 
I felt that there was a real risk 
to my life, and it was also a very 
spiritual moment because, in the 
end, I simply felt that I was in 
God’s hands and that whatever 
would be, would be,” she told 
reporters in Oslo.

She declined to give precise 
details about how she managed 
to leave Venezuela, where she 
has lived in hiding since last year, 
to protect those involved -- fol-
lowing dramatic accounts of her 
journey in US media.

“We did get support from the 
United States government to get 
here,” Machado told a press con-
ference on Thursday, when asked 
by AFP about whether Washing-
ton had helped.

The Wall Street Journal re-
ported this week that she wore 
a wig and a disguise on the high-

risk journey, leaving her hide-out 
in a Caracas suburb on Mon-
day for a coastal fishing village, 
where she took a fishing skiff 
across the Caribbean Sea to Cu-
racao.

The newspaper said the US 

military was informed to avoid 
the boat being targeted by air-
strikes, given Washington’s at-
tempts to pile pressure on Vene-
zuela with a major naval buildup 
in the region and strikes on al-
leged drug-trafficking boats.

The Wall Street Journal later 
reported that Machado and the 
small crew of the skiff had been 
left drifting after their GPS fell 
overboard in rough seas and a 
backup failed.

As a result she did not meet 
the extraction team at the desig-
nated pickup point, prompting a 
search to find her in the Gulf of 
Venezuela.

In an interview with CBS News, 
Bryan Stern, who heads a non-
profit rescue organisation, re-
called meeting Machado out at 
sea after she left Venezuela.

Ukraine’s EU bid gains 
US backing: official
US-led peace plan could see Ukraine join the European Union as early as 2027

• Part of a broader 
plan to end the war

• Accession requires 
ceding land to Russia

• Zelensky seeks US 
leverage on Hungary

AFP | Kyiv

Ukraine could join the 
European Union as ear-
ly as January 2027 un-

der the latest US plan to end the 
war with Russia, a senior source 
familiar with the matter said  
yesterday.

The complicated EU acces-
sion process usually takes years 
and requires a unanimous vote 
from all 27 members of the bloc, 
and some countries, most nota-
bly Hungary, have consistently 
voiced opposition to Ukraine 
joining.

The idea of a speedy accession 
is included in the latest version 
of a US-led plan to end the war, 
which would also see Ukraine 
cede land to Russia, and has trig-
gered a diplomatic frenzy across 
Europe in recent weeks.

“It’s stated there but it’s a 
matter for negotiation, and the 
Americans support it,” the senior 
official, speaking on condition of 
anonymity, said, referring to the 
US plan.

Washington has the leverage 
needed to convince leaders op-
posed to Ukraine’s membership 
to change their stance, Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelensky told 
journalists, including AFP, on 

Thursday.
“The United States can take 

steps to unblock our path to the 
European Union,” he said, add-
ing that “the US president has 
various levers of influence and 
that this will have an effect on 
those who are currently blocking 
Ukraine.”

Kyiv has long strived for EU 
membership and has been imple-
menting reforms since a pro-Eu-
ropean 2014 revolution but has 
struggled to eradicate endemic 
corruption -- a core prerequisite 
for joining the bloc.

After completing a diplomatic 
tour across Europe last week, 
Zelensky was due in Berlin on 

Monday for more talks on the 
plan, full details of which have 
not been released.

“If the security situation al-
lows, he’ll be there”, the senior 
official said.

Moscow yesterday indicated it 
was suspicious about the efforts 
to amend the US plan, which it 
has largely been supportive of 
and heeded to most of its core 
demands.

“We have an impression that 
this version, which is being put 
forward for discussion, will 
be worsened,” Kremlin for-
eign policy aide Yuri Ushakov 
told the Kommersant business  
daily.

North Korea’s Kim vows to root 
out ‘evil’, scolds lazy officials

AFP | Seoul

North Korean leader Kim 
Jong Un has vowed to 

root out “evil” and scolded 
lazy officials while praising 
his troops fighting with Russia 
against Ukraine, state media 
said yesterday, capping a ma-
jor meeting of Pyongyang’s 
top brass.

The three-day meeting of 
the regime’s central committee 
discussed key policy issues as 
well as plans for a congress of 
its ruling party, expected in 
early 2026 -- North Korea’s 
first in five years.

Wrapping up the meeting 
on Thursday, Kim condemned 
“the wrong ideological view-
point and inactive and irre-
sponsible work attitude” of 
some officials, the state-run 
Korean Central News Agency 
(KCNA) said.

He called on officials to have 
“greater confidence in and 
courage for the future of our 
cause and struggle”.

State media did not offer 
specifics, though it did say the 
ruling party had revealed nu-

merous recent “deviations” in 
discipline -- a euphemism for 
corruption.

The North Korean leader 
reserved praise for Pyong-
yang’s soldiers fighting against 
Ukraine alongside Russia, of 
whom at least 600 have died 
and thousands more sustained 
wounds, according to South 
Korean estimates.

Their  work,  Kim said, 
“demonstrated to the world 
the prestige of our army and 
state as the ever-victorious 
army and genuine protector 
of international justice”.

Analysts say Pyongyang is 
receiving financial aid, mili-
tary technology, food and en-
ergy supplies from Russia in 
return for sending troops.

Kim’s mention of the troops 
“signalled Pyongyang’s in-
tention to maintain that de-
ployment”, Ahn Chan-il, a re-
searcher originally from North 
Korea, told AFP.

“North Korea is also highly 
likely to seek a role in post-
war reconstruction in Russia 
once... the conflict ends,” he 
added.
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Cyclone Ditwah has 
caused severe flood-

ing and landslides across 
Sri Lanka, affecting 2 mil-
lion people. I’ve allocat-
ed $4.5 million from @
UNCERF to help partners 
reach the most affected 
people with cash for food, 
clean water and shelter.

@UNReliefChief

Pa n d e m i c  s e c u r i t y 
needs national lead-

ership. Sustained invest-
ment in preparedness is 
not optional—it is a cor-
nerstone of economic 
stability, public trust, and 
global safety.

@mvankerkhove

We’re deeply con-
cerned about re-

ports of over 30 people 
killed in a strike this week 
on a hospital in Rakhine 
State. Dozens of health 
facilities have been hit in 
Myanmar this year alone. 
Attacks on hospitals & 
places where children & 
families seek services are 
unconscionable.

@unicefchief

Health is not a luxury. 
Health is a human 

right, and the promise 
of #SDG3. Yet, half the 
world still lacks essential 
care. This #UHCDay, let’s 
choose affordable health 
coverage and a life of dig-
nity for all.

@AminaJMohammed
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News in brief 
 u Thailand’s prime 
minister dissolved 
parliament yesterday, 

paving the way for general elections 
early next year as deadly border clashes 
continue with neighbour Cambodia. The 
move comes earlier than expected and just 
three months after Anutin Charnvirakul -- of 
the conservative Bhumjaithai party -- became 
prime minister when his predecessor was 
removed from office over an ethics violation. 

“The House of Representatives is dissolved to hold a new general election for 
members of the House,” a decree published in the Royal Gazette yesterday said.

 u Indonesia’s 
deadly flooding was 
an “extinction-level 
disturbance” for the world’s rarest great 
ape, the tapanuli orangutan, causing 
catastrophic damage to its habitat and 
survival prospects, scientists warned 
yesterday. Only scientifically classified as a 
species in 2017, tapanulis are incredibly rare, 
with fewer than 800 left in the wild, confined 
to a small range in part of Indonesia’s 
Sumatra. One dead suspected tapanuli 
orangutan has already been found in the region, conservationists said.

 u The chief organiser 
of South Korea’s 
notoriously gruelling 

university entrance exams has quit -- after 
complaints that an English test he designed 
was just too difficult. South Korea’s college 
entry exam -- known locally as the “Suneung” -- is 
essential for admission to top universities and 
widely regarded as a gateway to social mobility, 
economic security and even a good marriage. But 

this year just over three percent of those who took the exam scored top marks 
in the English test -- the lowest since absolute grading was introduced for the 
subject in 2018.

Thai PM dissolves parliament, 
paving way for national elections

South Korea exam chief resigns 
after tests dubbed too hard

Indonesia floods were ‘extinction 
level’ for rare orangutans

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un paying a condolatory visit to the Russian 
embassy as regards the demise of Aleksandr Ivanovich Matsegora, Russian 
Ambassador to North Korea

There were moments 
when I felt that there 
was a real risk to my 
life, and it was also a 

very spiritual moment 
because, in the end, I 
simply felt that I was 

in God’s hands and that 
whatever would be, 

would be
MARIA CORINA MACHADO
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Francis Drake sets sail from England 
on an epic three-year circumnavigation 
of the world aboard the “Pelican,” later 
renamed the “Golden Hind”

Dutch explorer Abel Tasman sights the 
South Island of present day New Zealand; 
initially he calls it Staten Landt and 
changes it a year later to Nieuw Zeeland

League of Nations 
establishes the 
International Court of 
Justice in The Hague

Former Iraqi President Saddam 
Hussein is captured near his 
home town of Tikrit, during 
Operation Red Dawn by US forces

The plan includes 
creating a demilitarized 

“free economic 
zone” in parts of 

eastern Ukraine as a 
buffer, requiring only 
Ukrainian troops to 

withdraw from those 
areas
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US slaps sanctions on Maduro 
relatives as war fears build
Washington expands pressure campaign with sanctions, naval actions and tanker seizure

• Six Venezulan oil 
shippers blacklisted

• Siezed tanker 
heading to Texas port

• Caracas  calls 
action “piracy”

AFP | Washington

The United States imposed 
sanctions against relatives 
of Venezulan leader Nico-

las Maduro and six companies 
shipping the South American 
country’s oil.

The move came as the White 
House said it will bring an oil 
tanker seized by American 
forces off the Venezuelan coast 
to a port in the United States, 
adding to growing fears of 
open conflict between the two  
countries.

President Donald Trump’s ad-
ministration has been piling pres-
sure on Venezuela for months, 
with a major naval buildup in the 
region that has been accompa-
nied by deadly strikes on alleged 
drug-trafficking boats, killing 
nearly 90 people.

In a dramatic raid this week 
that Homeland Security Secre-
tary Kristi Noem said was aimed 
at Maduro’s “regime,” Washing-

ton took control of the tanker, 
with US forces roping down from 
a helicopter onto the vessel.

Caracas condemned the raid as 
“an act of international piracy.”

Russian leader Vladimir Putin 
expressed support on Thursday 
during a phone call with his ally 
Maduro, but with Moscow’s forc-
es tied down in a grinding war in 
Ukraine, its capacity to provide 
aid is limited.

The US Treasury announced 

sanctions against three nephews 
of Maduro’s wife Cilia Flores, 
labeling two of them “narco-traf-
fickers operating in Venezuela”.

“Nicolas Maduro and his 
criminal associates in Venezue-
la are flooding the United States 
with drugs that are poisoning 
the American people,” Treasury 
Secretary Scott Bessent said in a 
statement.

Six companies shipping Vene-
zuelan oil were also slapped with 

sanctions.
White House Press Secretary 

Karoline Leavitt told journalists 
that the seized tanker “will go to 
a US port and the United States 
does intend to seize the oil”.

“We’re not going to stand by 
and watch sanctioned vessels 
sail the seas with black-market 
oil, the proceeds of which will 
fuel narco-terrorism of rogue 
and illegitimate regimes around 
the world.”

The tanker was expected to 
dock in Galveston, Texas, two 
unnamed US officials told NBC 
News, adding that the crew 
would be released upon arrival.

 ‘Blatant theft’ 
Noem told a congression-

al hearing earlier on Thursday 
that the tanker operation was 
“pushing back on a regime that 
is systematically covering and 
flooding our country with deadly 
drugs” -- a reference to US alle-
gations of narcotics smuggling by 
Maduro’s government.

A video released Wednesday 
by US Attorney General Pam Bon-
di showed American forces de-
scending from a helicopter onto 
the tanker’s deck, then entering 
the ship’s bridge with weapons 
raised.

Bondi said the ship was part of 
an “illicit oil shipping network” 
that was used to carry sanctioned 
oil.

Nicolas Maduro and his 
criminal associates in 

Venezuela are flooding 
the United States with 

drugs that are poisoning 
the American people
TREASURY SECRETARY SCOTT BESSENT

White House blames Trump’s 
bandaged hand on handshakes

AFP | Washington

The White House said the 
high volume of handshakes 

by President Donald Trump ex-
plains the adhesive bandages he 
has worn on the back of his right 
hand in recent days.

His spokeswoman Karoline 
Leavitt reiterated a response 
she gave months ago after the 
79-year-old president was seen 
with a bruise on his right hand 
covered by a thick layer of make-
up.

“As for the bandages on the 
hand, we’ve also given you an 
explanation for that,” Leavitt 
told reporters.

“In the past, the president 
is literally constantly shaking 
hands,” she said.

“He’s also on a daily aspirin 
regimen, which is something 
his physical examinations has 
said in the past as well, which 
can contribute to the bruise that 
you see,” she added.

As the oldest president ever 
elected in the United States, 
Trump has fiercely defended 
his personal health, contrasting 
that with his predecessor Joe 
Biden, whom Trump claims was 
losing his faculties to the point 
of being unable to govern by the 
end of his term.

Trump posted a long mes-
sage defending his health on his 
Truth Social platform on Tues-
day night, calling investigations 
by news organizations into his 
physical fitness as equivalent to 
“sedition, maybe even treason.”

President Donald Trump sports a bandage on his right hand as he delivers 
remarks during an event

Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky records a video message on his mobile phone in front of the road sign marking the 
entrance to Kupiansk, Kharkiv region

Venezuela’s President Nicolas Maduro gestures during a rally

Nobel peace prize laureate Maria Corina Machado waves next to Kristian 
Berg Harpviken, Secretary of the Norwegian Nobel Committee, during a press 
conference at the Grand Hotel in Oslo, Norway

Germany blames Russia for cyberattack 
on air safety, election interference
AFP | Berlin

Germany on Friday accused 
Russia of a cyberattack tar-

geting its air traffic control and 
spreading disinformation ahead 
of February’s general election, 
charges dismissed by Russia as 
“absurd” and “baseless”.

A German foreign ministry 
spokesman said security ser-
vices had proof that hacker 
groups run by Russia’s military 
intelligence service GRU were 
responsible for the attack and 
influence operations.

“Based on comprehensive 
analysis by the German in-
telligence services, we have 
been able to clearly identify 
the handwriting behind it and 
prove Moscow’s responsibility,” 
said the spokesman.

“We can now clearly attribute 
the cyberattack against German 
Air Safety in August 2024 to the 
hacker collective APT28, also 
known as Fancy Bear,” he told 
a regular press briefing.

“Our intelligence findings 
prove that the Russian military 
intelligence service GRU bears 
responsibility for this attack,” 
added the spokesman.

He also said Russia had 
sought to influence February’s 
parliamentary election, which 
was won by the conservatives 
of Chancellor Friedrich Merz, 

with the far-right AfD scoring 
its best-ever result in second 
place.

“Second, we can now state 
def ini t ively  that  Russia , 
through the Storm 1516 cam-
paign, sought to influence and 
destabilise the most recent 
federal election,” he added at a 
press conference.

T h e  s p o ke s m a n  s a i d  a 
GRU-supported Moscow think 
tank and other groups had 
spread artificially generated 
or deepfake images and other 
content, and that the goal was 
to divide society and “under-
mine trust in democratic insti-
tutions”.

The Russian embassy in Ber-

lin said in a statement sent to 
AFP that it “categorically reject-
ed” that Russia was behind any 
of the activity.

“The accusations of Russian 
state structures’ involvement 
in these incidents and in the 
activities of hacker groups in 
general are baseless, unfounded 
and absurd,” the statement said.

According to security sourc-
es, much of the material spread 
by the Storm 1516 campaign 
involved spurious claims about 
Merz and other prominent pol-
iticians such as former foreign 
minister Annalena Baerbock 
and former vice chancellor 
Robert Habeck, both prominent 
Greens party members.

Passengers queue for check-in at Terminal 1 of Berlin Brandenburg BER 
Airport Willy-Brandt in Schoenefeld, southeast of Berlin


