
India inaugurates emergency bridge in cyclone-hit Sri Lanka
TDT | Agencies

India on Tuesday inaugu-
rated a 120-foot dual car-

riageway Bailey Bridge in 
Sri Lanka’s northern Kilin-
ochchi District, underscor-
ing New Delhi’s role as a key 
partner in the island nation’s 
post-cyclone recovery ef-
forts.

External Affairs Minister 
S Jaishankar joined Sri Lan-
kan President Anura Kuma-
ra Dissanayake and Foreign 
Minister Vijitha Herath at 
the opening ceremony in the 
Northern Province, one of 
the areas worst affected by 
Cyclone Ditwah. Jaishankar 
said the 110-tonne bridge had 
been airlifted from India and 
installed under Operation 

Sagar Bandhu, India’s emer-
gency response initiative.

The bridge inaugura-
tion came as Jaishankar 
announced that India has 
proposed a comprehensive 
assistance package worth 
450 million dollars to sup-
port Sri Lanka’s longer-term 
reconstruction following 
the cyclone. The proposal 
follows the completion of 
the immediate humanitari-
an phase of Operation Sagar  
Bandhu.

Speaking in Colombo as a 
special envoy of Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi, Jais-
hankar said India’s support 
reflected its commitment as 
a first responder. He noted 
that the initial relief opera-
tion delivered around 1,100 

tonnes of aid, including about 
14.5 tonnes of medicines and 
medical equipment.

Jaishankar said the pro-
posed package would com-
prise 350 million dollars in 
concessional credit and 100 
million dollars in grants, and 
is being finalised in close 
consultation with the Sri 
Lankan government to pri-
oritise critical infrastructure 
and recovery needs.

The initiative reinforc-
es India’s “Neighbourhood 
First” policy and its stated 
aim of supporting Sri Lan-
ka’s stability and rebuilding 
efforts. Jaishankar arrived in 
Colombo on Monday evening 
and was received by Deputy 
Tourism Minister Ruwan Ra-
nasinghe.

Bethlehem celebrates first festive Christmas since Gaza war
AFP | Bethlehem

Scouts marched under a clear 
blue sky in Bethlehem yes-

terday, as the Palestinian city 
emerged from the shadow of the 
war in Gaza to celebrate its first 
festive Christmas in more than 
two years.

Throughout the Gaza war that 
began with Hamas’s attack on 
Israel in October 2023, a sombre 
tone marked Chistmases in Beth-
lehem, the biblical birthplace of 
Jesus Christ.

But yesterday, celebrations 
were in full swing again in the 
occupied West Bank city, as a 
fragile truce held in the Gaza 
Strip where hundreds of thou-
sands of people face the winter 
living in makeshift tents.

In the Vatican, Pope Leo 
XIV was due to deliver his first 
Christmas Mass at 2030 GMT at 
Saint Peter’s Basilica, after he 
called for “24 hours of peace in 
the whole world”.

The US pontiff was elected by 
fellow cardinals in May following 

the death of Pope Francis.
He has a more discreet and 

conciliatory style than his char-
ismatic predecessor, but Leo has 
followed in Francis’s footsteps on 
key issues like immigration and 
social justice.

Across the world, families be-

gan gathering to mark Christ-
mas Eve and millions of children 
everywhere waited eagerly for 
their gifts to be delivered.

 ‘Full of joy’ 
In Bethlehem, the sound of 

drums and bagpipes playing 

renditions of popular Christmas 
carols filled the air, as Christians 
young and old made their way 
down to the city’s central Man-
ger Square.

“Today is full of joy because 
we haven’t been able to cele-
brate because of the war,” said 
Milagros Anstas, 17, dressed in 
the yellow and blue uniforms 
of Bethlehem’s Salesian scout  
group.

Hundreds of people took part 
in the parade down Bethlehem’s 
narrow Star Street.

A dense crowd massed in Man-
ger Square, while a handful of 
spectators peered from the bal-
conies of the municipality build-
ing to get a view of the festivities 
below.

A towering Christmas tree cov-
ered with red and gold baubles 
sparkled next to the Church of 
the Nativity.

The basilica dates back to the 
fourth Century and was built on 
top of a grotto where Christians 
believe Jesus was born more 
than 2,000 years ago.

ISRO’s record launch 
boosts space ambitions
Heavy-lift mission underlines India’s growing role in global satellite markets

• Heaviest payload 
launched from India

• US-built satellite 
deployed successfully

• Modified LVM3 
rocket used

AFP | New Delhi

India’s space agency launched 
its heaviest ever payload yes-
terday, with Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi calling the de-
ployment “a significant stride” 
for the space sector.

The LVM3-M6 rocket launched 
the US-built AST SpaceMobile 
communications satellite into 
low-Earth orbit.

The Indian Space Research Or-
ganisation (ISRO) said it was the 
“heaviest payload to be launched 
from Indian soil”.

The launch is a boost for 
India’s ambitious space pro-
gramme, with plans for an un-
crewed orbital mission and hu-
man spaceflight in the coming 
years.

The satellite, weighing 6,100 
kilograms (13,448 pounds), 
was launched on a modified 
version of a rocket that India 
plans to use for its future space  
missions.

India is vying for a larger slice 
of the booming commercial sat-
ellite business as phone, inter-
net and other companies seek 
expanded and more high-end 
communications.

Modi said the launch marked 
“a proud milestone in India’s 
space journey”.

“It strengthens India’s heavy-

lift launch capability and rein-
forces our growing role in the 
global commercial launch mar-
ket,” he said in a statement.

Earlier this year, ISRO launched 
the CMS-03 communication sat-
ellite, which weighs about 4,410 

kilograms.
For these heavy launches, In-

dia has deployed an upgraded 
version of the rocket it used to 
send an unmanned craft to the 
Moon in August 2023.

The world’s most populous 
nation has flexed its spacefar-
ing ambitions in the last decade 
with its space programme grow-
ing considerably, and rivalling 
the achievements of established 
powers at a much cheaper price 
tag.

It has said it plans to launch 
an uncrewed orbital mission be-
fore its first human spaceflight 
in 2027.

Modi has also announced 
plans to send an astronaut to the 
Moon by 2040.

SANTA CLAUS HAS THE RIGHT IDEA 
- VISIT PEOPLE ONLY ONCE A YEAR
VICTOR BORGE
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Wishing you joyful 
holidays filled with 

peace, serenity and cher-
ished moments. Happy 
Christmas! Joyeux Noël!

@eucopresident

From my family to 
yours, I wish you a 

very happy Christmas. 
This is a time to celebrate 
the birth of Jesus Christ, 
the Christmas story, and 
the Christian values that 
define it. Let’s look for-
ward and celebrate the joy 
and hope that Christmas 
brings.

@Keir_Starmer

Thousands of mem-
bers of the @Cana-

dianForces are spending 
Christmas away from 
home – standing on guard 
for our freedoms, and 
those of our allies. In this 
increasingly dangerous 
and divided world, we 
are ever more grateful for 
your service and sacrifice. 
Merry Christmas.

@MarkJCarney

@realDonaldTrump 
has sanctioned my 

former colleague @Thier-
ryBreton and other Euro-
peans for wanting to apply 
EU legislation on monitor-
ing the quality of infor-
mation. I fully reject this 
decision and express all 
my solidarity with them.

@JosepBorrellF

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

editorial stances)
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News in brief 
 u Two police officers were 
killed an overnight explosion 
in Moscow that occurred when 

they tried to stop a suspicious person, 
Russia’s Investigative Committee said 
in a statement yesterday. “An explosive 
device was triggered” as the officers 
approached the suspect who was near their 
service vehicle, the statement said. The blast 
occurred close to the site where a Russian 
general was killed earlier this week.

 u Turkish authorities 
found the cockpit voice 
recorder and black box 
from a private jet that crashed 
yesterday killing the head of 
Libya’s armed forces and his 
four aides. The Falcon 50 aircraft 
requested an emergency landing 
because of electrical failure minutes 
after it took off from the Turkish 
capital Ankara, but contact was 
lost, Turkish officials said. The plane was returning to Tripoli. The wreckage was 
located by Turkish security personnel in the Haymana district near Ankara.

 u El Salvador’s leader 
Nayib Bukele on Tuesday 
defended a huge prison 

that has become key to deportations 
from the United States under 
President Donald Trump, after drawing 
criticism for alleged rights abuses. The 
Terrorism Confinement Center (CECOT) 
is a maximum security facility lauded 
by Bukele as part of his attempts to rid 
the Central American country of prolific 
narco-gangs. US broadcaster CBS News 

had been due to air an investigation Sunday about alleged abuses at CECOT on 
its flagship “60 Minutes” program, but it was pulled at the last minute, leading to 
accusations of political meddling.

Two police officers killed in 
Moscow explosion: Investigators

El Salvador defends mega-
prison key to Trump deportations

Black box recovered from 
Libyan general’s crashed plane

North Korean POWs in Ukraine 
seeking ‘new life’ in South

AFP | Seoul

Two North Korean pris-
oners of war held by 

Ukraine have said they hope 
to start a “new life” in South 
Korea, according to a letter  
yesterday.

Previous reports have indi-
cated that the two men, held 
captive by Kyiv since January 
after sustaining injuries on the 
battlefield, were seeking to 
defect to the South.

But the letter represents the 
first time the two of them have 
said so in their own words.

“Thanks to the support of 
the South Korean people, new 
dreams and aspirations have 
begun to take root,” the two 
soldiers wrote in a letter dated 
late October to a Seoul-based 
rights group which shared it 
with AFP this week.

North Korea has sent thou-
sands of troops to support Rus-
sia’s nearly four-year invasion 
of Ukraine, according to South 
Korean and Western intelli-
gence agencies.

At least 600 have died and 
thousands more have sus-
tained injuries, according to 

South Korean estimates.
Analysts say North Korea is 

receiving financial aid, mili-
tary technology and food and 
energy supplies from Russia 
in return.

North Korean soldiers are 
instructed to kill themselves 
rather than be taken prisoner, 
according to South Korea’s in-
telligence service.

In the letter, the two prison-
ers thanked those working on 
their behalf “for encouraging 
us and seeing this situation not 
as a tragedy but as the begin-
ning of a new life”.

“We firmly believe that 
we are never alone, and we 
think of those in South Ko-
rea as our own parents and 
siblings and have decided to 
go into their embrace,” they  
wrote.

The letter is signed by the 
two soldiers, whose names 
were asked to withhold to pro-
tect their safety.

Under South Korea’s consti-
tution, all Koreans -- including 
those in the North -- are con-
sidered citizens, and Seoul has 
said this applies to any troops 
captured in Ukraine.

1 800 1066 1741
The first Christmas 
according to calendar-
maker and Eastern Roman 
monk Dionysius Exiguus

Pope Leo III crowns 
Charles the Great 
(Charlemagne) Holy 
Roman Emperor

William the Conqueror is 
crowned King of England at 
Westminster Abbey, completing 
the Norman Conquest of England

Astronomer Anders Celsius 
introduces the Celsius 
temperature scale, which now 

bears his name

The 6,100-kilogram 
AST SpaceMobile 

satellite is the 
heaviest ever 

launched from Indian 
soil, significantly 

surpassing the 
4,410-kilogram record 

set by the CMS-03 
satellite earlier this 

year
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Ukraine gains concessions 
in new US plan to end war
New draft plan drops key Russian demands, but major territorial issues remain unresolved

• Ukraine reveals 
revised US peace draft

• Plan removes 
NATO membership 
renunciation clause

• No immediate land 
withdrawal required

• Moscow yet to 
accept new terms

• Zelensky says some 
points are unacceptable

AFP | Washington

Ukraine won some conces-
sions in the latest version 
of a US-led draft plan to 

end the Russian invasion, re-
vealed by President Volodymyr 
Zelensky, though key questions 
remain over territory and wheth-
er Moscow could accept the new 
terms.

The 20-point plan, agreed on 
by US and Ukrainian negotiators, 
was being reviewed by Moscow, 
but the Kremlin is unlikely to 
abandon its hardline territorial 
demands for full Ukrainian with-
drawal from the east.

Zelensky also conceded there 
are some points in the document 
that he does not like.

But Kyiv has succeeded in re-
moving immediate requirements 
for Ukraine to withdraw from 
the Donetsk region or that land 
seized by Moscow’s army would 
be recognised as Russian.

It also got rid of demands that 
Kyiv must legally renounce its 
bid for NATO membership.

And though it is not prescribed 
in the document, the proposal 
still paves the way for Ukraine 
to pull some troops back, includ-
ing from the 20 percent of the 

Donetsk region that it controls, 
where demilitarised zones would 
be established.

Zelensky presented the plan 
during a two-hour briefing with 

journalists, reading from a high-
lighted and annotated version.

“In the Donetsk, Lugansk, 
Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson re-
gions, the line of troop deploy-
ment as of the date of this agree-
ment is de facto recognised as 
the line of contact,” Zelensky 
said of the latest version.

“A working group will convene 
to determine the redeployment 
of forces necessary to end the 
conflict, as well as to define the 
parameters of potential future 
special economic zones,” he add-
ed.

This appears to suggest the 
plan opens the way for, but de-
lays, options that Ukraine was 
previously reluctant to consider 
-- a withdrawal of troops and the 
creation of demilitarised zones.

“We are in a situation where 
the Russians want us to with-
draw from the Donetsk region, 
while the Americans are trying to 
find a way,” Zelensky said.

“They are looking for a de-

militarised zone or a free eco-
nomic zone, meaning a format 
that could satisfy both sides,” he 
continued.

 NATO, land, nuclear plant 
US President Trump is pushing 

Moscow and Kyiv to agree to end 
the four-year war, triggered by 
Russia’s 2022 invasion.

Tens of thousands have been 

killed, eastern Ukraine decimat-
ed and millions forced to flee 
their homes.

Russian troops are advancing 
on the front and hammering cit-
ies and Ukraine’s energy grid 
with nightly missile and drone 
barrages.

Moscow in 2022 claimed to 
have annexed four Ukrainian 
regions -- Donetsk, Kherson, Lu-
gansk and Zaporizhzhia -- in ad-
dition to the Crimean peninsula 
which it seized in 2014.

In Moscow, President Vladimir 
Putin has shown no willingness 
to compromise, doubling down 
on his hardline demands for a 
sweeping Ukrainian withdrawal 
and a string of political conces-
sions that Kyiv and its European 
backers have previously cast as 
capitulation.

But Zelensky has admitted that 
it could be forced to give in to 
some demands, particularly on 
territory, or it could face losing 
Washington’s vital military sup-
port.

Any plan that involves Ukraine 
pulling back its troops would 
need to pass a referendum in 
Ukraine, Zelensky said.

“A free economic zone. If we 
are discussing this, then we need 
to go to a referendum,” Zelensky 
said.

On NATO, Zelensky said: “It 
is the choice of NATO members 
whether to have Ukraine or not. 
Our choice has been made. We 
moved away from the proposed 
changes to the Constitution of 
Ukraine that would have pro-
hibited Ukraine from joining  
NATO.”

Nevertheless, the prospects of 
Ukraine being admitted to the 
bloc appear slim-to-none, as it 
has been ruled out by Washing-
ton.

Moscow has repeatedly said 
NATO membership for Ukraine 
is unacceptable, presenting it as 
one of the reasons it invaded in 
the first place.

We are in a situation 
where the Russians want 

us to withdraw from 
the Donetsk region, 
while the Americans 

are trying to find a way. 
They are looking for a 
demilitarised zone or 
a free economic zone, 

meaning a format that 
could satisfy both sides

VOLODYMYR ZELENSKY

Zelensky revealed 
details by reading 

aloud from a 
highlighted, annotated 

copy of the peace 
draft during a 

two-hour briefing 
with journalists, 

underscoring Kyiv’s 
cautious but tactical 

acceptance of the 
proposal
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Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky during a meeting with journalists in Kyiv

The 120-foot bailey bridge installed by India in Sri Lanka’s Kilinochchi District

ISRO’s launch vehicle LVM3-M6 lifting off from the launch pad at the Satish Dhawan Space Centre in Sriharikota

A proud milestone in 
India’s space journey. 
It strengthens India’s 

heavy-lift launch 
capability and reinforces 

our growing role in 
the global commercial 

launch market
NARENDRA MODI

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un welcoming soldiers from the Korean 
People’s Army’s 528th Regiment of Engineers, which returned from an 
overseas deployment in Russia’s Kursk region

Members of the scouting movement march during Christmas eve celebrations at 
the Manger Square outside the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem


