
North Korea’s Kim visits nuclear subs as Putin hails ‘invincible’ bond
AFP | Seoul

North Korean leader Kim 
Jong Un visited a nuclear 

submarine factory and received 
a message from Russia’s Vladimir 
Putin hailing the countries’ “in-
vincible friendship”, Pyongyang’s 
state media said yesterday.

North Korea and Russia have 
drawn closer since Moscow 
launched its full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine nearly four years ago, 
and Pyongyang has sent troops to 
fight for Russia.

In return, Russia is sending 
North Korea financial aid, mil-
itary technology and food and 
energy supplies, analysts say.

The “heroic” efforts of North 
Korean soldiers in Russia’s Kursk 
region “clearly proved the invin-
cible friendship” between Mos-
cow and Pyongyang, Putin said 
in a message to Kim, according to 
the Korean Central News Agency 
(KCNA).

Their work demonstrated the 
nations’ “militant fraternity”, Pu-

tin said in the message received 
by Pyongyang last week.

The provisions of the “historic 
treaty” the two leaders signed 
last year, which includes a mu-
tual defence clause, had been 
fulfilled “thanks to our joint ef-
forts”, Putin wrote.

South Korean and Western 

intelligence agencies have esti-
mated that the North has sent 
thousands of soldiers to Russia, 
primarily to Kursk, along with 
artillery shells, missiles and long-
range rocket systems.

Around 2,000 troops have been 
killed and thousands more have 
been wounded, according to 

South Korean estimates.
North Korea acknowledged 

this month that its troops in 
Kursk had been assigned to clear 
mines and that some had died on 
deployment.

KCNA reported Putin’s letter 

on the same day that it published 
details of Kim’s undated recent 
visit to a manufacturing base for 
nuclear-powered submarines.

There, the North Korean lead-
er vowed to counter the “threat” 
of South Korea producing its own 
such vessels.

US President Donald Trump 
has given the green light for 
South Korea to build “nucle-
ar-powered attack submarines”, 
though key details of the project 
remain uncertain.

Photos published by KCNA 
showed Kim walking alongside 
a purportedly 8,700-tonne sub-
marine at an indoor assembly 
site, surrounded by officials and 
his daughter Kim Ju Ae.

In another image, Kim Jong Un 
smiles during an official briefing 
as Kim Ju Ae stands beside him.

Pyongyang would view Seoul 
developing nuclear subs as “an 
offensive act severely violating its 
security and maritime sovereign-
ty”, Kim Jong Un said, according 
to KCNA.

Prime minister hopeful Rahman 
returns from exile ahead of polls
Opposition leader, poised to be prime minister, returns after 17 years abroad

• Thousands gather in 
Dhaka for homecoming

• Rahman to lead BNP 
in February election

AFP | Dhaka

Aspiring prime minister 
and political heavyweight 
Tarique Rahman was 

welcomed back to Bangladesh 
yesterday by huge crowds of joy-
ous supporters after 17 years in 
self-imposed exile.

Rahman, the son of former 
prime minister Khaleda Zia and 
heir apparent of the Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party (BNP), shook 
hands with party leaders after 
touching down at the Dhaka air-
port.

Accompanied by his wife and 
daughter, a visibly emotional 
Rahman took off his shoes, stood 
on the grass outside the airport 
and scooped up the soil as a mark 
of reverence.

He waved to supporters be-
fore ducking into a convoy under 
tight security, video posted by his 
party showed.

Since early yesterday, BNP 
backers started gathering in the 
capital, plastering the streets 
with banners and festoons bear-
ing images of Rahman.

Patriotic songs blared from 
loudspeakers while cut-outs de-
picted the 60-year-old politician 
riding a stallion.

Alamgir Hossain, a BNP sup-
porter, said the country was in 
a “dire situation” and that only 
Rahman “can fix it”.

Rahman left Bangladesh for 
London in 2008 after what he 
has described as political per-
secution.

As acting chairman of the 
BNP, Rahman will lead the party 
through the February 12 gener-
al election, the first polls since 
ex-premier Sheikh Hasina’s exit 
following a student-led uprising 
last year.

The BNP is widely seen as an 
election frontrunner, with Rah-
man expected to be put forward 
as prime minister if his party 
wins a majority.

Rahman’s ail ing mother, 
80-year-old former leader Zia, 
is undergoing treatment at a hos-
pital in Dhaka.

Despite years of ill health and 
imprisonment, Zia vowed in No-
vember to campaign in the up-
coming elections.

 ‘Symbol of hope’ 
But she was hospitalised soon 

after making that pledge, and has 

been in intensive care ever since.
Rahman’s return comes after 

recent unrest over the killing of 

popular student leader Sharif 
Osman Hadi, a popular figure 
who took part in last year’s mass 
uprising.

Hadi, 32, was shot by masked 
assailants this month in Dhaka, 
and later died of his wounds at a 
Singapore hospital.

His death set off violent pro-
tests with mobs torching several 
buildings, including two major 
newspapers, as well as a promi-
nent cultural institution.

Mobs also pelted stones at the 
Indian High Commission in the 
port city of Chattogram, where 
India has since suspended visa 
services.

Dhaka’s diplomatic ties have 
worsened with its historical ally 
India, where Hasina has sought 
refuge since the uprising that 
ended her 15-year autocratic 
rule.

Heavy rain, flash floods hit southern California
AFP | Los Angeles

Torrential rains unleashed 
flash floods and warnings 

of debris flow across south-
ern California, particularly in 
fire-scarred areas, with further 
downpours forecast for later yes-
terday as authorities declared 
a state of emergency in several 
counties.

Driven by an atmospheric 
river known as “the Pineapple 
Express,” which moves heavy 
moisture from the tropical climes 
of Hawaii to the US West Coast, 
the storm was expected to de-
liver months’ worth of rain over 
a few days.

Early yesterday, the National 
Weather Service (NWS) warned 
about the risk of excessive rain-
fall over parts of southern Cali-
fornia, including in Los Angeles, 
the second-most populous city in 
the United States.

The NWS warned of a “broad 
plume of moisture” produc-
ing heavy rain in California on 
Christmas Day, adding there was 
a “moderate risk” of excessive 

rainfall over southern parts of 
the state.

“Numerous flash flooding 
events are possible. In addition, 
many streams may flood, po-
tentially affecting larger rivers. 
The flooding may include de-
bris flows in or near recently 
burned areas,” the bulletin add-
ed, referring to areas affected by 
wildfires.

The rain was forecast to con-

tinue on Friday, the service said.
State authorities declared a 

state of emergency in several 
counties, including Los Angeles.

 Rescue work 
Heavy rain lashed south-

ern California on Wednesday, 
spawning floods and debris 
flows. Some communities had 
already received 10 inches (25.4 
centimeters) of rain in the first 

storm, forecasters said.
The Los Angeles Times report-

ed that at least three people had 
died in storm-related incidents, 
including a San Diego man who 
was killed by a falling tree.

On Wednesday, the Los Ange-
les County Department of Public 
Works warned Angelenos to stay 
well away from waterways such 
as flood control channels, rivers, 
and streams -- even after the rain 
stopped.

“Water from upstream com-
munities can move quickly 
through channels with little 
warning. What may look shallow 
or calm can suddenly become 
fast-moving and dangerous,” the 
agency warned in a post on X.

In San Bernardino County, 
adjacent to Los Angeles, author-
ities said they were working to 
divert the flow of floodwater  
yesterday.

M u d d y  w a t e r  s t r e a m e d 
through the town of Wrightwood 
a day earlier, trapping people in 
their homes, said Christopher 
Prater, spokesperson for the 
county fire department.
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As we close the year, 
we look ahead with 

a shared responsibility: 
to promote peace, hope 
and justice for everyone, 
everywhere. Happy Hol-
idays.

@AminaJMohammed

Merry Christmas to 
everyone in  the 

world who is Christian, 
and to others who cel-
ebrate it — just for the 
heaven of it. As for the rest 
of everybody, including 
Muslims, Atheists, Hin-
dus, Buddhists, Animists, 
& Jews, Happy Thursday!

@neiltyson

To every @WFP part-
ner and advocate for 

the world’s hungry, your 
commitment and support 
has provided the most 
vulnerable families with 
life-saving assistance. You 
have given them a reason 
to believe in a better fu-
ture. Thank you. Wishing 
a happy, peaceful holiday 
season to all.

@WFPChief

In case looking for light 
reading, two books 

I particularly enjoyed 
in 2025: “Heart Lamp” 
by Banu Mushtaq and 
“Mother Mary Comes to 
Me” by Arundhati Roy. 
Both Booker Prize win-
ning authors.

@GitaGopinath

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

editorial stances)
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News in brief 
 u Former Brazilian 
president Jair Bolsonaro, 
who is serving a 27-year 

prison sentence for an attempted 
coup, went into surgery yesterday for 
an inguinal hernia, his wife said. The 
70-year-old former president left prison 
on Wednesday for the first time since late 
November to undergo the procedure at the 
DF Star hospital in Brasilia. “My love has just 
gone to the operating room,” Bolsonaro’s 
wife, Michelle Bolsonaro, said in an 
Instagram post. Bolsonaro has grappled with 

health issues since being stabbed in the stomach during the 2018 presidential 
campaign, undergoing multiple surgeries related to his wounds. He was also 
recently diagnosed with skin cancer.

 u The tiny Pacific 
island nation of Palau 
has agreed to accept 
up to 75 non-American migrants 
from the United States under a 
deal worth $7.5 million, the two 
countries have said. President 
Donald Trump, who campaigned on 
a promise to expel undocumented 
migrants, has accelerated deportations 
and cracked down on border crossings 
since returning to power this year. 
Under a new memorandum of understanding, Palau will let up to 75 third-country 
nationals from the United States live and work on the sparsely populated 
archipelago, officials said Wednesday. In return, the United States will grant $7.5 
million to Palau for public service and infrastructure needs.

 u The national 
electoral council 
CNE said the 

67-year-old son of Palestinian 
immigrants defeated fellow 
conservative TV personality Salvador 
Nasralla by less than one percentage 
point. Asfura’s victory marks the return 
of the right wing to power in one of 
Latin America’s poorest countries after 
four years of leftist Xiomara Castro’s 
presidency. It also aligns Honduras with 

a rise of conservative governments in the region following shifts in Chile, Bolivia, 
Peru and Argentina. “Honduras: I’m ready to govern. I won’t let you down,” Asfura 
posted to X after the win was declared, thanking election officials for validating 
his victory.

Brazil’s jailed ex-president 
Bolsonaro undergoes surgery

Trump-backed Nasry Asfura declared 
winner of Honduras presidency

Pacific archipelago Palau agrees 
to take migrants from US

US Justice Dept says may have a 
million more Epstein documents

AFP | Washington

The US Department of Jus-
tice said Wednesday that 

more than a million more doc-
uments potentially related to 
convicted sex offender Jeffrey 
Epstein have been discovered 
and are being reviewed for re-
lease.

The DOJ began releasing 
records last week from the 
investigation into Epstein, a 
wealthy financier who died in 
a New York jail in 2019 while 
awaiting trial for sex traffick-
ing underage girls.

The Epstein Files Trans-
parency Act passed nearly 
unanimously by Congress last 
month and signed into law by 
President Donald Trump man-
dated the release of all of the 
Epstein files by December 19.

The Justice Department 
failed to meet that deadline, 

however, with Deputy Attor-
ney General Todd Blanche 
blaming the delay on the need 
to painstakingly redact the 
identities of Epstein’s victims 
from the files.

The DOJ said Wednesday 
it would need a “few more 
weeks” to sort and redact the 
new material.

It said the US Attorney for 
the Southern District of New 
York and the FBI had “uncov-
ered over a million more doc-
uments potentially related to 
the Jeffrey Epstein case.”

“We have lawyers working 
around the clock to review 
and make the legally required 
redactions to protect victims, 
and we will release the docu-
ments as soon as possible,” the 
DOJ said on X.

“Due to the mass volume of 
material, this process may take 
a few more weeks.”

A court document from the investigation into the Jeffrey Epstein

Photos showed Kim’s 
daughter, Kim Ju Ae, 
standing beside him 

during the submarine 
facility tour, continuing 

her pattern of 
appearing at major 

military events, which 
analysts see as a sign 

of her growing political 
profile
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Arriving barefoot, 
Rahman knelt on the 
grass outside Dhaka 
airport and scooped 
up soil in his hands 

— a symbolic gesture 
marking his emotional 
return to Bangladesh 

after nearly two 
decades in exile
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1492 1792 1825 2004
First Spanish settlement in the New World, La 
Navidad, is founded by Christopher Columbus 
at the site of modern Môle-Saint-Nicolas in Haiti 
after the Santa María runs aground and is wrecked

Trial of French King 
Louis XVI, court hears the 
king’s defense presented 
by Raymond Desèze

Decembrist 
uprising in Russia 
against Tsar 
Nicholas I begins

A 9.3 magnitude earthquake creates a tsunami that 
devastates Sri Lanka, India, Indonesia, Thailand, 
Malaysia, the Maldives, and other coastal regions 
of the Indian Ocean, killing about 230,000 people
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Pope urges Russia, Ukraine 
dialogue in Christmas blessing
Pope addresses humanitarian crises in Gaza and calls for an end to war

• Pope condemns 
“senselessness” of war

• Bethlehem marks 
festive return

AFP | Washington

Pope Leo XIV yesterday 
urged Russia and Ukraine 
to find the “courage” to 

hold direct talks and spoke of 
the dire humanitarian situation 
in Gaza in his first Christmas 
message.

The US pope, who was elected 
by fellow cardinals in May af-
ter the death of his predecessor 
pope Francis, also condemned 
the “senselessness” of war and 
the “rubble and open wounds” 
it leaves behind.

Speaking to a crowd of some 
26,000 people in St Peter’s 
Square, the pope called for “sol-
idarity with and acceptance of 
those in need” in Europe -- a 
possible reference to growing 
anti-immigration sentiment on 
the continent.

“Let us pray in a particular 
way for the tormented people of 
Ukraine,” he said.

“May the parties involved, with 
the support and commitment of 
the international community, 
find the courage to engage in 
sincere, direct and respectful di-
alogue,” he added.

Russian and Ukrainian officials 
have spoken separately in recent 
weeks to US negotiators about 
proposals to end the war started 
by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022.

Tens of thousands have been 
killed, eastern Ukraine decimat-
ed and millions forced to flee 

their homes.
Ukrainian President Volody-

myr Zelensky this week outlined 
key points of a plan to end the 
conflict after US talks.

B u t  R u s s i a n  P r e s i d e n t 
Vladimir Putin has so far shown 
no willingness to compromise, 
doubling down on his hardline 
demands.

 ‘Return of life’ 
In his first Christmas homily as 

pontiff, Leo addressed the dismal 
conditions in Gaza, where hun-
dreds of thousands of people are 
still living in temporary shelters 
in wintry conditions weeks after 
a fragile ceasefire took hold.

“How... can we not think of the 
tents in Gaza, exposed for weeks 
to rain, wind and cold,” the pope 
said, adding that the territory’s 
inhabitants “have nothing left 
and have lost everything.”

The UN has said that an esti-
mated 1.3 million people cur-
rently need shelter  assistance 
in Gaza and has warned of the 
increasing risk of hypothermia 
as temperatures dip.

“The war, in all its forms, has 
been harsh on everyone living 
on this land,” Elias al-Jalda, a 
Palestinian Christian from Gaza, 
told AFP after attending a Christ-
mas mass at Gaza’s only Roman 
Catholic Church late on Wednes-
day.

“We hope this year will mark 

the beginning of a new phase -- 
one defined by a complete end to 
the war and the return of life to 
Gaza,” said Jalda, one of dozens 
attending the mass.

 Joy in Bethlehem 
In Bethlehem, the Christian 

community celebrated its first 
festive Christmas in more than 
two years as the occupied West 
Bank city emerges from the shad-
ow of the war in Gaza.

Hundreds of worshippers 
gathered for mass on Wednesday 
night at the Church of the Na-
tivity in Bethlehem, the biblical 
birthplace of Jesus Christ.

Hundreds also took part in the 
parade down Bethlehem’s nar-
row Star Street on Wednesday, 
while a dense crowd massed in 
the square.

“Today is full of joy because we 
haven’t been able to celebrate be-

cause of the war,” said Milagros 
Anstas, 17.

Men dressed as Santa Claus 
sold toffee apples and toys as 
families took photographs in 
front of a nativity scene framed 
by a giant star.

As darkness fell, multi-colour-
ed lights shone over Manger 
Square and a towering Christmas 
tree glittered next to the Church 
of the Nativity.

 Hope in Syria 
In Syria, Christmas lights illu-

minated Damascus’s Old City de-
spite the Christian community’s 
fears of violence after a deadly 
attack in June.

Around the district, home to 
several important churches, red 
baubles hung from trees, shop-
keepers put up Christmas deco-
rations and street vendors ped-
dled warm chestnuts.

“Syria deserves joy and for us 
to be happy, and to hope for a 
new future,” said student Loris 
Aasaf, 20.

How... can we not think 
of the tents in Gaza, 

exposed for weeks to 
rain, wind and cold

POPE LEO XIV

While the Pope spoke 
of “solidarity,” US 
President Donald 
Trump’s holiday 

message wished a 
Merry Christmas “to 
everyone, including 
the radical left-wing 

scum,” creating a 
stark contrast in tone 
from global leaders
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Acting chairman of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), Tarique Rahman waving to supporters upon his arrival in Dhaka
Pope Leo XIV waves to the faithful at the main balcony of St. Peter’s basilica

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un visiting the manufacturing site of an 
8,700-tonnage nuclear-powered strategic guided missile submarine

A couple watches the high water level of the Los Angeles river after heavy rains


