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FESTIVE EVENTS, SUCH AS COUNTDOWN
PARTIES, INTERACTIVE COMMUNITY
INSTALLATIONS, LIGHTENED UP
CELEBRATIONS FORTHE CITY'S NEW YEAR
[

P2

RELIGION: NEW MOSQUE
PLANNED FOR LOCAL
MUSLIM COMMUNITY

CHINA EASED VISA RESTRICTIONS FOR
PEOPLE VISITING FROM THE UNITED STATES
FROM JAN. 1, THE COUNTRY'S LATEST EFFORT
TO ATTRACT FOREIGN TRAVELERS

4 P4 4 P6

China, Thailand will soon
implement visa-free entry
for each other's citizens,
Thai Prime Minister Srettha
Thavisin said yesterday.
Chinese nationals willbe
granted visa-free entryona
permanent basis beginning
March 1, Srettha said

after his Cabinet's weekly
meeting. Chinese visitors
have been allowed visa-free
entry since September last
year, but the privilege was
due to expire on Feb. 29.

o =

North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un said his military
should "thoroughly
annihilate” the United
States and South Korea if
provoked, after he vowed
to boost national defense
to cope with what he called
an unprecedented U.S.-led
confrontation. North Korea
has increased its warlike
rhetoric in recent monthsin
response to an expansion
of U.S.-South Korean
military drills. Experts
expect Kim will continue to
escalate his rhetoric and
weapons tests because

he likely believes he can
use heightened tensions
towrest U.S. concessions
if former President Donald
Trump wins the U.S.
presidential electionin
November.

Japan A passenger plane
collided with a coast guard
aircraft and burstinto
flames on the runway of
Tokyo's Haneda Airport
yesterday, officials said.
NHK TV reported that all
occupants of Japan Airlines
flight JAL-516, believed to
total 379 people, got out
safely before the plane

was entirely engulfedin
flames. The Japanese coast
guard said the pilot of its
plane had escaped. NHK
reported that the five other
crewmembers had been
found dead.

More on backpage

ALL-TIME HIGHS

Record visitor numbers wrap 2023, while gaming revenues
hit MOP183 billion, spurring increased investment .ess

NEW YEAR GREETINGS
XI SUPPORTS
‘PROSPERITY,
STABILITY OF SARS

aP2

CENTALINE
REALTOR
CONFIDENT IN 2024
PROPERTY MARKET
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FIRST 2024 MACAU
BABY BORN AT
MIDNIGHT

The city welcomed its first baby
of the year at midnight on New
Year's Day. The baby, a girl, was
born by caesarean delivery at
the public hospital, weighing
2.75kg. She is the first child of
her parents. Nearly two hours
later, a baby boy weighing 3.2
kg was born at the private
Kiang Wu Hospital at 1:56 a.m.
He is the second child in the
family. Last year, there were
3,726 new babies in Macau,
down 15% compared to the
previous year.

AMENDMENTS TO
CHIEF EXECUTIVE
ELECTION LAW
TAKE EFFECT

Amendments to Macau's Chief
Executive Election Law took
effect Jan. 1, 2024, the SAR
government. Under these
amendments, nominees for
the Macau SAR chief executive
election and candidates for
electing members of the chief
executive electoral committee
must uphold the SAR Basic
Law and pledge allegiance

to the SAR. They must also

not be members of foreign
parliaments or governments.
The eligibility of nominees and
candidates will be assessed

by the Committee for
Safeguarding National Security
of Macau.

AL TO HOLD OPEN
DAY THIS SATURDAY

The Legislative Assembly is
set to welcome visitors during
its Open Day this Saturday,
running from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.
Lawmakers will be available
throughout the day to greet
and engage with guests,

who will be introduced to

the parliament's history and
operations. A picture exhibition
along with performances
from music students at the
Macao Conservatory will be
showcased, along with booth
games for attendees to enjoy.
The post office will also sell
commemorative envelopes
and provide commemorative
postmark cancellation
services at the parliament.

A performance will also be
held at the Nam Van Lake
fountain during the Open Day.
Shuttle services between the
parliament and Hotel Sintra will
run every 30 minutes.

www.macaudailytimes.com.mo
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FESTIVE EVENTS HIGHLIGHT
NEW YEAR CELEBRATIONS IN MACAU

ESTIVE events, such as coun-

tdown parties, performance
galas and interactive community
installations, have lightened up
celebrations for this New Year in
Macau.

At the Sai Van Lake Square
and the Taipa Houses Museum,
crowds gathered on New Year’s
Eve for songs and performances
by local and international musi-
cians alike, cheering “Happy New
Year!” as fireworks blossomed
over the landmark Macau Tower
at midnight.

The New Year countdown gig
staged by the Jiangsu Satellite TV
from the Chinese mainland, for
the seventh time in Macau, again
won screams and thunderous
applause from fans for pop stars
from China and abroad.

“To me, Macau has truly li-
ved up to its reputation as a city
of performances,” said a college
student surnamed Sun from sou-
thwest China’s Chongqing muni-
cipality who came to Macau spe-
cifically for the shows.

During the three-day New Year
holiday, tourists from home and
abroad flocked into Macau for
a taste of its festivity, with long
queues emerging in border ports

Government leaders extend
New Year greetings to SAR

HINESE President

terns,

between Macau and its neighbo-
ring mainland city of Zhuhai.
Data from the Macao Gover-
nment Tourism Office showed
visitor arrivals in Macau on New
Year’s Eve reached 175,030, a
record high daily number sin-
ce the COVID-19 pandemic hit.
Total number of visitor arrivals
in 2023 reached 2.23 million, re-
covering to around 70 percent of

promoting high-

bust growth, and reitera-

the level in 2019.

The office said visitor arrivals
in Macau kept rising in 2023 af-
ter customs clearance fully re-
covered, which proved Macau’s
attractiveness as a world tourism
and leisure center.

The tourism office also joined
hands with major local enterpri-
ses to present romantic and colo-
rful light installations, mapping

XINHUA

performance and interactive ins-
tallations, illuminating the entire
city with dazzling and charming
projection mapping shows and
turning it into a unique large ni-
ght paradise.

At the Mount Fortress garden
in the city center, multiple large-
-scale festival installations and
dazzling lighting decorations, in-
cluding a flashing giant bear and
a seven-meter-tall Santa Claus,
captured the hearts of many, to
be accompanied by romantic
snowfall, colorful light shows and
live music performances every
night.

“I found Macau very busy and
lively this holiday, with rich festi-
ve decorations and food,” said a
tourist with the surname of Mo
from Zhubhai.

Warm weather also returned
to Macau during the holiday af-
ter the cold wave hit on previous
days, encouraging more locals to
go out and enjoy sunshine along
the city’s long coastline.

“I wish for a better year ahead,
not just for my family, but also for
Macau and our country,” said a re-
sident surnamed Qu who was busy
barbecuing on Macau’s black sand
beach. MDT/XINHUA

Xi Jinping, Chief Exe-
cutive Ho Iat Seng, and
representatives of the
Central Government have
conveyed greetings to the
Special ~ Administrative
Region (SAR) to mark the
beginning of the new year.

Xi’s message for the SAR
revolved around the coun-
try’s modernization.

“Chinese moderniza-
tion must be progressed
unyieldingly, with new
development ideals fully
followed, accurately and
comprehensively,” the na-
tional leader said.

He underlined the im-
portance of accelerating
new development pat-

Grace Yu, Irene Sam, Ivo Carneiro de Sousa,

-quality development and
coordinating such develo-
pment with security mea-
sures.

He also pledged Bei-
jing would continue to
support both Macau and
Hong Kong to leverage
their unique advantages
and maintain long-term
prosperity and stability
within the national deve-
lopment masterplan.

Meanwhile in Macau,
Ho lauded the city’s strides
in economic recovery, no-
ting that significant pro-
cess had been achieved
in a variety of areas. He
commended economic
hallmarks signifying ro-

ted the government’s work
in bolstering national se-
curity.

Ho also discussed na-
tional policies related to
Macau, including those
pertaining to Hengqin and
the land and maritime au-
thority. He urged the city
to follow Xi's directives
and further its develop-
ment and economic di-
versification in accordan-
ce with the government's
“1+4” direction.

Zheng Xincong, direc-
tor of Beijing’s liaison of-
fice in Macau, highlighted
both national and territo-
rial growth in economic
and other spheres, in his
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New Year statement. He
also recapped several le-
gislative reviews.

Liu Xianfa, Beijing fo-
reign affairs commissioner
in Macau, was confident
the Chinese advocacy and

agenda would benefit the
world at large, saying Chi-
na’s modernization effor-
ts would enhance global
perceptions and pave the
way for leading global mo-
dernization. AL
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Record visitor numbers wrap 2023

RENATO MARQUES

HE 2023 year closed

with a new record for

single-day visitor num-

bers, with 175,030 vi-
sitors entering Macau on Dec.
31, the Macao Government Tou-
rism Office (MGTO) has said in a
press statement.

The is the highest number
of entries in a day since the Co-
vid-19 pandemic.

Contributing to the year-end
total, this figure resulted in the
2023 year closing with a provi-
sional total of 28.23 million vi-
sitors, signifying a 71.6% reco-
very when compared to the 2019
year-end tally of 39.41 million
visitors.

The previous single-day re-
cord occurred on Oct. 2 during
the “Golden Week of the Natio-
nal Day,” when 161,200 visitors
entered the region.

The 2023 overall count avera-
ges around 77,000 visits per day,
setting a new reference baseline
for local tourism operators and
policymakers for the current
year.

In the same press statement,
MGTO said visitor numbers to
Macau trended upwards con-
sidering the full reopening of
borders in 2023. Meanwhile, the
tourism industry showed good

recovery and growth prospects,
proving the Macau’s attractive-
ness as a global tourism and lei-
sure center while showcasing vi-
sitors’ confidence in the region.

Data released previously
shows Macau received almost
680,000 visitors between the ho-
liday of the establishment of the
Macau Special Administrative
Region (Dec. 20) and Christmas
(until Dec. 26).

During the same period, hotel
occupancy between Dec. 23 and
26 reached 90.8%.

New Year countdown
transport chaos

The MGTO expects tourism to
stabilize in 2024 and aims to im-
prove tourist products and ser-
vices as part of the development
and diversification strategy, alig-
ning with the “1 + 4” economy
and emphasis on “tourism +.”

INTERNATIONAL VISITORS
WITH ‘STRONG’ RECOVERY
Reviving foreign visitor num-
bers to Macau was a key govern-
ment goal for 2023.
The MGTO reported a strong
recovery at the end of 2023 due

TRANSPORT

CONTINUING the momentum
seeninyear-end tourism figures,

the Dec. 30to Jan. 1 (3 days) week-

end saw 399,180 visitor entries,
with overall border movements

nearing almost 2 million individuals.
However, January 1, 2024, marked
areversalin this trend, where visitor

outflow significantly surpassed
inflow across all visitor types.

to the recent influx of foreign vi-
sitors, particularly in November
over two weekends of the Macau
Grand Prix and other events. In
December 2023, foreign visi-
tors reached about 93% of 2019
numbers.

Citing entry figures from
the last few days of last year,
the MGTO said the daily avera-
ge of foreign visitors exceeded
10,000 for five consecutive days
between Dec. 26 and 30, with
11,258 entries on the last day, a
figure close to the 2019 average
of 12,104.

Nonetheless, this figure conti-
nues to be quite low when com-
pared to mainland and Greater
China visitors, who account for
over 90% of total daily tourist
entries.

The MGTO also said the preli-
minary figures demonstrate that
“the recovery in the daily mon-
thly average [of] international
visitors increased from 10.1% in
January to 94.4% in December
2023

NEW YEAR'S WEEKEND SEES
ALMOST 400,000 VISITORS

Onthis day, according to data from
the Public Security Police Force,
only 85,615 visitors entered, while
the number of departures totaled
157,053.

Unsurprisingly, the Border Gate
checkpoints continued to be the
busiest checkpoints, followed by the
Port of the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Ma-
cau Bridge and the Henggin Port.

NPC PERMITS MACAU TO USE LAND
BESIDE BORDER GATE FOR LRT

OCIAL media users
have complained online
that the city was in chaos as
crowds rushed home after
the New Year countdown.
One of the netizens said
that as she was on her way
to the bus stop after the end
of the countdown concert
in front of the Macau Tower,
she saw a mass of people
obstructing the road. She
recalled that buses did not
stop or open their doors
due to the crowd, resulting
in a long queue of people.
According to the user,
bus company personnel su-
ggested commuters take a
bus to Barra and transfer to
the LRT for Taipa. However,
upon reaching the LRT sta-
tion, the station had closed.
Other social media users
corroborated this report,
comparing Macau with
neighboring Hong Kong,
where mass transit systems
operated throughout the
night after the countdown.

e i ol i
Dozens waiting at Rua do Campo bus stop on New Year’s Eve

Another social media
user claimed that single-
-journey tickets for the LRT
were sold out after the New
Year’s Eve countdown.

The LRT company was
emailed for comments, but
no reply was received by
press time.

The social media post
was accompanied by a pic-
ture of a group of people
lining up behind the gates

of the system, presumably
seeking information. Ano-
ther line was pictured at the
customer service counter.

Commuters in Macau
have continually questio-
ned the limited payment
options available for the
local LRT. Ho Cheong Kei,
head of the company, pre-
viously hinted at business
difficulties underlying this
constraint. AL

HE China’s highest le-

gislative body, the Na-
tional People’s Congress
(NPC), has officially au-
thorized the Macau SAR to
exercise jurisdiction over
specific land and sea areas
southeast of the Gongbei
Port, Chief Executive Ho
Iat Seng has announced.

According to Ho, the
move is a significant part
of Macau’s integration into
the overall national deve-
lopment.

Ho said the decision,
approved by the Standing
Committee of the 14th
NPC in its seventh ses-
sion in Beijing last week,
will “inject strong impetus
into Macaus long-term
development, and pro-
mote its prosperity and
stability.”

Ho expressed his grati-
tude for the central autho-
rities’ support, pledging
to expedite infrastructure
construction, optimize the

ANTHONY LAM

socioeconomic benefits of
Macau’s light rail east line,
and strengthen infrastruc-
ture connectivity between
Macau and the mainland.
The Macau SAR gover-
nment will also participate
in the formulation of spe-
cialized policies and plans
in the Guangdong-Hong
Kong-Macao Greater Bay
Area. This will allow coo-
peration with Guangdong
and Hong Kong to be in-
tensified, alongside ex-

panded opportunities for
exchange across various
sectors with provinces in
the Pan-Pearl River Delta
region.

The approved light rail
east line is expected to
connect two major land
border ports between Ma-
cau and Zhuhai with Ma-
cau’s populous northern
district. Construction of
the line started in August
2023 . It is expected to be
completed by 2028. LV
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REGIONAL REALTOR CONFIDENT
IN 2024 PROPERTY MARKET

ANTHONY LAM

ORECASTING interest rates

to fallin 2024, aregional real-
tor has expressed confidence
in the rise of both transactions
and prices across the property
market.

Profitability should be expec-
ted in the property market for
office, retail, industrial building
and residential spaces, contin-
gent upon falling interest rates,
regional realtor Centaline Pro-
perty’s Macau Office said in a
statement yesterday.

Centaline forecasted a sur-
ge in the number of retail spa-
ce transactions, particularly in
Macau’s tourism districts, gi-
ven that most first-tier shops in
tourism and casino districts are
currently under ownership.

Rentals for these spaces have
returned to 70% and 60% of pre-
-pandemic levels.

Moreover, shop leases in tou-
rism districts soared last year,
with many interested tenants
unable to secure their preferred
spots. Coupled with the antici-
pated lower interest rates, the
realtor believes tourism distric-

RELIGION

New mosque planned for
local Muslim community

RENATO MARQUES

A. new mosque is plan-
ed for construction

this year, according to a re-

ANTHONY LAM

ANTHONY LAM

ts’ retail space prices will rise.
Although the Northbound
Travel for Macau Vehicles sche-
me has impacted local busines-
ses, the realtor expects a rise in

transactions in residential dis-
tricts, provided there is an addi-
tional 20% fall in prices.

In the office space sector,
Centaline is also optimistic, be-

lieving an interest rate decrease
will benefit business operators,
who will ultimately need more
office spaces.

Moreover, the loan-to-value

TRANSPORT

RENATO MARQUES

UBLIC Bus company
operator Transmac is

ratio for office spaces may reach
70% or even higher, which will
also incentivize transactions.
Therefore, the realtor predicted
that a further drop in the pri-
ces of office spaces is unlikely
in 2024. Should there be a fall
in interest rates, the number of
transactions may even exceed
that for other property types.

Residential units will also see
improving conditions in 2024,
largely because a new law ad-
justing restrictions on property
transactions became effective
from New Year’s Day.

The new law sets the ma-
ximum loan-to-value ratio at
70%. Further, those acquiring
their second residential pro-
perties are not subject to addi-
tional stamp duty, signifying a
significant easing of purchasing
barriers to the market. With
this, the realtor believed that
the number of residential pro-
perty transactions may poten-
tially 2021 levels. Price drops in
certain areas are possible but
unlikely in traditional school
districts.

A drop in interest rates will
also potentially result in the
price stabilization of indus-
trial spaces. The realtor is also
confident that prices and tran-
sactions within the mainland
market will increase amid su-
pportive measures and policies
to be rolled out.

TRANSMAC FLEET TO BE
100% ENVIRONMENTALLY
FRIENDLY THIS YEAR

port from Portuguese news
agency Lusa.

According to the report,
local Imam Ding Shaojie
confirmed  construction
will commence as soon as
government authorization
is received. The new mos-
que will be erected on the
same site as the existing
mosque.

Specific details on the
construction timeline or
the expected completion
date are unconfirmed as
yet.

The future mosque will
cover an area of around
1,250 square meters with
the capacity to receive up to
600 worshippers.

In the same report, the
local Muslim community
leader said the small size
and poor conditions of the
current prayer space render
it unable to meet the com-
munity’s needs.

Ding also underscored
the importance of provi-
ding the religious commu-
nity with a dignified space.

“We have two major ho-
lidays, the first of which is
Eid. After the fasting of Ra-
madan we gather here to
pray. Every year it rains, but
what can we do? We have to
pray outside because there
are always so many people.
So we have two sessions,

and each session has about
1,500 participants,” he said,
as quoted by Lusa.
Currently, there are no
official figures on the num-
ber of practicing Muslims
in Macau in the absence of
organized records. Howe-
ver, the Imam estimated
that before the Covid-19
pandemic, the community
size likely ranged between
5,000 to 10,000 individuals.

set to reach 100% of bu-
ses powered by environ-
mentally-friendly energy
sources by the end of 2024,
the company said in a sta-
tement on its official web-
site.

According to the com-
pany, replacing older vehi-
cles with new models over
the past two years has re-
duced emissions 18.15%
from 41,801.16 tons of
carbon dioxide in 2019 to
34,214.11 tons of carbon
dioxide in 2023.

Additionally, Transmac
disclosed plans to intro-
duce another 150 exten-
ded-range electric vehicles
purchased at the end of
2023. These vehicles will
enter service in the first
quarter of this year, and
supplement the 200 buses
replaced in the preceding
two years.

The company’s objec-

RENATO MARQUES

tive is to further reduce its
carbon footprint by appro-
ximately 40% compared to
2019 levels.
Simultaneously, the se-
cond bus operator TCM
also reported an approxi-
mately 20% drop in carbon
emissions in 2022 compa-
red to 2019, projecting an
even further reduction in
carbon emissions for 2023
(estimated to be 30% of

2019 levels).

The company said this
reduction is the equivalent
to planting 16,000 trees.

In a statement also pub-
lished on its official websi-
te, TCM noted its nitrogen
oxide emissions have been
reduced by up to 70%.

For 2024, the company
is aiming for 95% of its
fleet to be environmentally
friendly.
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GAMING previously told the press

2023 GGR hits MOP183Db,

spurrin

LYNZY VALLES

FTER three tu-

multuous years

for the casinos,

the sector expe-

rienced significant upturn

in 2023 following the reope-
ning of the borders.

Macau’s casino revenues

hit MOP183.06 billion for

MDT ARCHIVE

g increased investment

cessionaires are required to
pledge an additional 20%
in gaming investment, as

that their companies are
financially able to make the
additional 20% investment
as stated in their respective
government contracts.
After securing licenses
to operate in late 2022, as
part of the city’s biggest
gaming law overhaul, the
six casino operators agreed
to invest MOP118.8 billion
after being granted 10-year
operating licenses, with the

stipulated in their gover- bulk of the money pledged
nment contracts — notwi- towards investment in non-
thstanding that 2023 was -gaming projects.

the only year of recovery
following significant cash

In October last year, Fi-
tch Ratings projected that

the entire year of 2023, the
Gaming Inspection and
Coordination Bureau an-
nounced, surpassing initial
government expectations
earlier last year.

Gross gaming revenues
(GGR) in December rea-
ched MOP18.6 billion.

The result was better
than the median analyst
estimate of a 402% year-on-
-year increase, and repre-
sents a return to 81.3% of
2019 levels.

JP Morgan analysts ob-
served that last month’s
earnings marked the first

instance where earnings
reached 80% of pre-Covid
levels.

The 2023 earnings have

also exceeded the Chief
Executive’s expectations of
MOP180 billion, which is
MOP50 billion more than

nues

billion, the six gaming con-

outflows from 2020 to 2022.  full-year gaming revenue
Casino operators inclu-  would reach almost 80% of
ding MGM and Melco have 2019 levels.
2023 MONTHLY GAMING REVENUE
2023 2022 Variance
Jan 11,580 6,344 +82.50%
Feb 10,324 7,759 +33.10%
Mar 12,738 3,672 +246.90%
Apr 14,722 2,677 +449.90%
May 15,565 3,341 +365.90%
Jun 15,207 2,477 +513.90%
Jul 16,662 398 +4082.90%
Aug 17,213 2,189 +686.40%
Sept 14,937 2,962 +404.20%
it expected earlier last year. Oct 19.501 3.899 +400.20%
However, as the reve- Nov 16,043 2,999 +435.00%
exceeded MOP180 Dec 18,567 3,482 +433.3%
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IMMIGRATION

China to ease visa
requirements for US

travelers in latest bid to
boost tourism

HINA will ease visa
restrictions for peo-
ple visiting from the
United States, the coun-
try’s latest effort to at-
tract foreign travelers
since reopening its bor-
ders earlier this year.
Starting Jan. 1, Ameri-
can tourists will no lon-
ger need to submit rou-
nd-trip air tickets, proof
of hotel reservations,
itineraries or invitations
to China, according to a
notice posted online Fri-
day by the Chinese Em-
bassy in Washington.
The simplified appli-
cation process is inten-
ded to “further facilitate
people-to-people ex-
changes between China
and the United States,”
the notice said.

AD

The move comes as
China has struggled to
rejuvenate its tourism
sector after three years
of strict pandemic mea-
sures, which included
mandatory quarantines
for all arrivals. While
those restrictions were
lifted earlier this year,
international travelers
have been slow to re-
turn.

In the first half of this
year, China recorded 8.4
million entries and exi-
ts by foreigners, down
from 977 million for all
of 2019, the last year be-
fore the pandemic, ac-
cording to immigration
statistics.

In another bid to
boost tourism, China
announced last month

that it would allow visa-
-free entry for citizens of
France, Germany, Italy,
the Netherlands, Spain
and Malaysia for up to
15 days.

The one-year trial
program signaled Chi-
na’s “high-level opening
up to the outside world,”
Foreign Ministry spokes-
person Mao Ning said at
a daily briefing.

But China’s efforts to
entice American touris-
ts may face other hea-
dwinds. International
flights between the two
countries, which are set
by a bilateral agreement,
remain well below pan-
demic levels, though
they have slowly increa-
sed in recent months.
MDT/AP

CEM NOTICE

Temporary traffic
arrangements for cable
laying on Rua do Teatro

Due to CEM's cable laying works, from now until
17 January, the section of Rua do Teatro from No.
5B to 9 will be closed to traffic. The section from

No. 11 to 39 of Rua do Teatro will be converted

to a no-exit road; vehicles heading to Rua do
Teatro must go through Rua de Nossa Senhora do
Amparo and Rua da Tercena.

AP PHOTO

HONG KONG

Activist pu
Jimmy Lai

blisher

pleads

not guilty to
sedition and
collusion charges

ZEN SOO, HONG KONG

ROMINENT activist and pu-

blisher Jimmy Lai yesterday

pleaded not guilty to three

charges of sedition and collu-
sion with foreign countries in a land-
mark national security trial in Hong
Kong.

Lai, 76, a media tycoon who founded
the now-defunct Apple Daily newspa-
per, faces one count of conspiring to
print seditious publications to incite ha-
tred against the Chinese and Hong Kong
governments, as well as two counts of
collusion with foreign countries to call
for sanctions and other hostile actions
against China and Hong Kong.

Lai, flanked by three prison officers,
formally pleaded not guilty to the char-
ges read to him, shortly after the court
rejected a last-ditch attempt by his
counsel to throw out a sedition charge
against him. The court began hearing
opening statements from the prosecu-
tion yesterday.

Lai was arrested in 2019. He faces
possible life imprisonment if convic-
ted under the national security law. The
trial is expected to last about 80 days wi-
thout a jury.

Prosecutor Anthony Chau in his ope-
ning statements described Lai as a “ra-
dical political figure” and the “master-
mind” behind a conspiracy. Chau also
said that Lai had used his media plat-

form to advance his political agenda.

Various clips of interviews that Lai
had done with foreign media outlets as
well as speeches he had given at even-
ts between 2019 and 2020 were also
played in court by the prosecution.

In these clips, Lai had called for su-
pport from foreign governments and
urged U.S. officials as well as then-U.S.
President Donald Trump to impose
measures on China and Chinese offi-
cials in retaliation for imposing the na-
tional security law.

His prosecution has drawn criticism
from the United States and the United
Kingdom. Beijing has called those com-
ments irresponsible, saying they went
against international law and the basic
norms of international relations.

The case is being closely watched by
foreign governments, business profes-
sionals and legal scholars. Many view it
as a trial of the city’s freedoms and a test
for judicial independence in the Asian
financial hub.

The governments of both Hong Kong
and China have hailed the law for brin-
ging back stability to the city.

Hong Kong, once seen as a bastion
of media freedom in Asia, ranked 140th
out of 180 countries and territories in
Reporters Without Borders’ latest Wor-
1d Press Freedom Index. The group said
the city had seen an “unprecedented
setback” since 2020, when the security
law was imposed. MDT/AP

A prison van carrying activist publisher Jimmy Lai arri\_l_es at the West Kowloon Magistrates’ Courts,
where Lai’s trial takes place, in Hong Kong, yesterday
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JAPAN

Powerful earthquakes

leave at least 4
destroy buildings
along western coast

HIRO KOMAE &
YURI KAGEYAMA, WAJIMA

series of powerful

earthquakes that hit

western Japan have

left at least 48 people
dead and damaged thousands
of buildings, vehicles and boa-
ts. Officials warned that more
quakes could lie ahead.

Aftershocks continued to
shake Ishikawa prefecture and
nearby areas a day after a mag-
nitude 7.6 temblor slammed
the area on Monday afternoon.

Forty-eight people were con-
firmed dead in Ishikawa, offi-
cials said. Sixteen others were
seriously injured, while dama-
ge to homes was so great that
it could not immediately be as-
sessed, they said.

Japanese media reports
said tens of thousands of ho-
mes were destroyed. Govern-
ment spokesperson Yoshimasa
Hayashi said 17 people were
seriously injured and gave a
slightly lower death tally, while
saying he was aware of the pre-
fecture’s tally.

Water, power and cell phone
service were still down in some
areas, and residents expressed
sorrow about their destroyed

homes and uncertain futures.

“It’s not just that it’s a mess.
The wall has collapsed, and
you can see through to the
next room. I don't think we can
live here anymore,” Miki Ko-
bayashi, an Ishikawa resident,
said as she swept around her
house.

Their house was also dama-
ged in a 2007 quake, she said.

Although casualty numbers
continued to climb gradually,
the prompt public warnin-
gs, relayed on broadcasts and
phones, and the quick respon-
se from the general public and
officials appeared to have kept
at least some of the damage
under control.

The rescue efforts that qui-
ckly followed from firefighters,
police and the military proved
a testament to how this nation
has repeatedly withstood di-
sasters, which have practically
become a part of everyday life.

Toshitaka Katada, a Univer-
sity of Tokyo professor spe-
cializing in disasters, said the
people were prepared because
the area had been hit by quakes
in recent years. They had eva-
cuation plans and emergency
supplies in stock.

“There is probably no people

ead,

on earth other than Japanese
who are so disaster-ready,” he
said in a telephone interview
with The Associated Press.

Katada warned the situation
remains precarious and unpre-
dictable. The March 2011 quake
and tsunami in northeastern
Japan had been preceded by
other quakes.

“This is far from over,” Kata-
da said.

Predictions by scientists
have repeatedly been proven
wrong, such as with the 2016
quake in southwestern Kuma-
moto, an area previously seen
as relatively quake-free. The
only real projection possible
is that you can’'t make projec-
tions, Katada added.

“Having too much confiden-
ce in the power of science is
very dangerous. We are dealing
with nature.”

Japanese media aerial foota-
ge showed widespread damage
in the hardest-hit spots, with
landslides burying roads, boa-
ts tossed in the waters and a
major fire that had turned an
entire section of Wajima city to
ashes.

Japan’s military dispatched
1,000 soldiers to the disaster
zones to join rescue efforts,

NORTH KOREA

KIM VOWS TO

LAUNCH THREE MORE

SPY SATELLITES AND
PRODUCE MORE NUCLEAR
MATERIALS IN 2024

HYUNG-JIN KIM, SEOUL

ORTH Korean leader Kim

Jong Un vowed to launch
three additional military spy sa-
tellites, produce more nuclear
materials and introduce attack
drones in 2024, as he called for
“overwhelming” war readiness to
cope with U.S.-led confrontatio-
nal moves, state media reported
earlier this week.

Kim's comments, made
during a key ruling Workers’ Par-
ty meeting to set state goals for
next year, suggest he'll intensify
a run of weapons tests ahead of
the U.S. presidential elections in
November. Observers say Kim
believes a boosted nuclear ca-
pability would give him another
chance for high-stakes diploma-
cy with the U.S. to win sanctions
relief if former President Do-
nald Trump returns to the White
House.

During the five-day mee-
ting that ended Saturday, Kim
said “vicious” anti-North Ko-
rea moves by the United States
and its followers “have reached
the extremes unprecedented in
history,” pushing the Korean Pe-
ninsula to the brink of a nuclear

war, according to the official
Korean Central News Agency.
Kim cited the expansion of U.S.-
-South Korean military exercises
and the temporary deployment
of powerful U.S. military assets
such as bombers and a nuclear-
-armed submarine in South Ko-
rea — the steps the allies have
taken in response to the North's
weapons testing spree since last
year.

Kim called for “the overwhel-
ming war response capability” to
deter potential enemy provoca-
tions, KCNA said.

He set forth plans to launch
three more military spy satelli-
tes next year in addition to the
country’s first reconnaissance
satellite launched in November.
He underscored the need to es-
tablish “a reliable foundation”
to build more nuclear weapons,
an apparent reference to facili-
ties producing fissile materials
like weapons-grade plutonium
and highly enriched uranium.
Kim also ordered authorities to
enhance submarine capabili-
ties and develop various types
of unmanned combat equip-
ment such as armed drones.
MDT/AP

Prime Minister Fumio Kishida
said Tuesday.

“Saving lives is our priori-
ty and we are fighting a battle
against time,” he said. “It is cri-
tical that people trapped in ho-
mes get rescued immediately.”

A quake with a prelimi-
nary magnitude of 5.6 shook
the Ishikawa area as he was
speaking. More quakes conti-
nued to rock the area, reaching
more than 100 aftershocks over
the past day.

Nuclear regulators said seve-
ral nuclear plants in the region
were operating normally. The
2011 quake and tsunami cau-
sed three reactors to melt and
release large amounts of radia-
tion at a nuclear plant in nor-
theastern Japan.

News videos showed rows
of collapsed houses. Some
wooden structures were flatte-
ned and cars were overturned.
Half-sunken ships floated in
bays where tsunami waves had
rolled in, leaving a muddied
coastline.

On Monday, the Japan Me-
teorological Agency issued a
major tsunami warning for
Ishikawa and lower-level tsu-
nami warnings or advisories for
the rest of the western coast of

Japan’s main island of Honshu,
as well as for the northern is-
land of Hokkaido.

The warning was downgra-
ded several hours later, and all
tsunami warnings were lifted
as of early yesterday. Waves
measuring more than one me-
ter hit some places.

People who were evacuated
from their houses huddled in
auditoriums, schools and com-
munity centers. Bullet trains
in the region were halted, but
service was mostly restored by
Tuesday afternoon. Sections of
highways were closed.

Weather forecasters pre-
dicted rain, setting off worries
about already crumbling buil-
dings and infrastructure.

The region includes tourist
spots famous for lacquerwa-
re and other traditional crafts,
along with designated cultural
heritage sites.

U.S. President Joe Biden said
in a statement that his admi-
nistration was “ready to provi-
de any necessary assistance for
the Japanese people.”

Japan is frequently hit by ear-
thquakes because of its location
along the “Ring of Fire,” an arc
of volcanoes and fault lines in
the Pacific Basin. MDT/AP
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PUTIN'S WAR

Ballistic missiles strike Ukraine’s
largest cities, killing at least
four and injuring over 100

ILLIA NOVIKOV
& HANNA ARHIROVA, KYIV

KRAINE’S two lar-

gest cities came

under attack from

Russian hyperso-
nic ballistic missiles yester-
day morning, killing at least
four people and injuring al-
most 100, officials said, as the
war approached its two-year
milestone and the Kremlin's
forces stepped up their win-
ter bombardment of urban
areas.

Ukraine President Volo-
dymyr Zelenskyy said on his
Telegram channel that four
civilians were killed and 92 in-
jured in the capital, Kyiv, and in
northeastern Kharkiv as hyper-
sonic Kinzhal missiles that can
fly at 10 times the speed of sou-
nd slammed into city blocks.

Russia fired almost 100 mis-
siles of various types, Zelenskyy
said on X, formerly Twitter. He
claimed that at least 70 missi-
les were shot down, almost all
of them in the Kyiv area, and
said Western-supplied air de-
fense systems such as Patriots
and NASAMS had saved hun-
dreds of lives.

Russias Defense Ministry
said it had launched missile
and drone strikes on military
industrial facilities in and arou-
nd Kyiv. Depots storing missi-
les and munitions supplied by
Ukraine’s Western allies were
also targeted, it said.

“The goal of the strike has

been achieved, all the targets
have been hit,” it said without
elaborating. It was not possible
to independently verify either
side’s claims.

Since Sunday, Zelenskyy
said, Russian forces have lau-
nched about 170 Shahed dro-
nes and “dozens of missiles of
various types” in an onslau-
ght against Ukrainian targets.
Most were aimed at civilian
areas, he said.

The Kh-47M2 Kinzhal is an
air-launched hypersonic bal-
listic missile. Russian forces ra-
rely use such expensive missi-
les against Ukraine due to their
limited stocks.

The attacks created a de-
solate morning scene in the
capital, with most cafes and
restaurants remaining closed.
Many people opted to stay in-
doors or seek refuge in shelters
as powerful explosions shook
the city from early morning.

Air raid sirens blared for
nearly four hours, and the ci-
ty’s subway stations — which
function as shelters — were
crowded.

After the Ukrainian air
force issued warnings about
incoming hypersonic missi-
les, people wearing pajamas
underneath their coats took
sleeping bags, mats and their
pets to subway stations while
loud explosions echoed above
the city. At one of the central
stations, called Golden Gates,
hundreds of people filled the
spacious underground areas

while trains continued to run.

“Perhaps today was the
most frightening because there
were so many explosions,” said
resident Myroslava Shcherba.

The barrage extended
Russia’s escalated attacks on
Ukraine that began Friday with
its largest single assault on
Ukraine since the war started,
in which at least 41 civilians
were killed.

The next day, shelling of
the Russian border city of Bel-
gorod killed more than two
dozen people. Russia blamed
Ukraine for the attack and has
struck back repeatedly since.

The attack on Belgorod was
one of the deadliest to take
place on Russian soil since
Moscow’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine started more than 22
months ago. Russian officials
said the death toll stood at 25
as of Monday, including five
children.

Cities across western Rus-
sia have regularly come under
drone attacks since May, al-
though Ukrainian officials ne-
ver acknowledge responsibility
for strikes on Russian territory
or the annexed Crimean Pe-
ninsula.

“They want to intimidate us
and create uncertainty within
our country. We will intensi-
fy strikes. Not a single crime
against our civilian population
will go unpunished,” Putin
said Monday, describing the
barrage of Belgorod as a “ter-
rorist act.”

Russia launched about 90
Shahed-type drones across
Ukraine on Monday.

Putin accused Western na-
tions of using Ukraine to try to
“put Russia in its place.” While
vowing retribution, he insisted
Russia would only target mi-
litary infrastructure in Ukrai-
ne. However, Ukraine reports
civilian casualties from daily
Russian attacks, which have
hit apartment buildings, sho-
pping centers and residential
areas in small communities.

In other developments,
Russia’s Defense Ministry said
one of its warplanes acciden-
tally released munitions over
the Russian village of Petro-
pavlovka in the southwestern
Voronezh region Tuesday, cau-
sing no injuries but damaging
six houses. The ministry said
a commission has been crea-
ted to determine the cause of
the accident and assess the
damage. It didn’t say what type
of munition the warplane dro-
pped.

In April, munitions acciden-
tally released by a Russian war-
plane caused a powerful blast
in the border city of Belgorod,
damaging several cars and sli-
ghtly injuring two people.

Air raid sirens sounded yes-
terday in Belgorod, which is
near the border with Ukraine.
Russia’s Defense Ministry said
air defense systems shot down
four missiles fired by a Ukrai-
nian Vilkha multiple rocket
launcher. MDT/AP
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this day in hlStOﬂ@
1980 AFGHAN LEADER
DEFENDS SOVIET INVASION

The new president of Afghanistan, Babrak
Karmal, has made his first public appearance
since the Soviet-backed coup last week.

Speaking in Kabul, Karmal told foreign journa-
lists that Soviet troops are defending his coun-
try "against outside threats".

The former leader of the People's Democratic
Republic of Afghanistan's (PDPA) Parcham fac-
tion went on to accuse the US of "provocation
and lies".

Today, President Carter has announced fur-
ther US sanctions against the USSR including a
reduction of Soviet embassy staff and restric-
ted landing rights for the Russian airline ‘Aero-
flot'.

Mr Carter has also imposed an embargo on
grain sales to the USSR that will see US exports
fall from 25 million to eight million tonnes.

The President described the Soviet incur-
sionsinto Afghanistan as, "an extremely serious
threat to peace" and "a callous violation of in-
ternational law and the United Nations charter.”

He warned that, "A Soviet occupied Afgha-
nistan threatens both Iran and Pakistan and is
a stepping stone to possible control over much
of the world's oil supplies.”

Russian forces were airlifted into Afghanistan
on Christmas day under the pretext of uphol-
ding the Soviet-Afghan Friendship Treaty of
1978.

By 27 December 1979 Hafizullah Amin had
been executed and replaced as head of state
by Karmal.

In Moscow the new Afghan foreign minister,
Shah Mohammed Dost, has been in talks with
his Soviet counterpart, Andrei Gromyko.

The UN Security Council is expected to meet
in New York at the weekend to discuss the si-
tuation. UN secretary general, Kurt Waldheim,
has returned from the hostage crisis in Iran to
attend.

Courtesy BBCNews

IN CONTEXT

This was the first Soviet military expedition
beyond the Eastern bloc since 1945.

It signalled an end to the period of détente in
the Cold War and the SALT Il treaty was shelved
as the US began to re-arm.

The USSR was under internal and external
pressure to act. The US and 12 other members
of the UN Security Council defined their ac-
tions as aninvasion.

Only East Germany and Afghanistan joined with
the USSR in favour of their military presence.
Afghanistan became a key battleground of the
Cold War as both superpowers flooded the
country with arms through their various clients.
The Afghan war lasted until 1989, cost one mil-
lion lives (out of a total population of 13 million)
and produced five million Afghan refugees.
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GOLF

PGA Tour seeks extension on commercial
deal with Saudis, private investors

DOUG FERGUSON

HE PGA Tour believes it

has made enough pro-

gress with the Saudi ba-

ckers of LIV Golf to ex-
tend their negotiations into next
year for a new commercial deal
that would include a U.S. invest-
ment group and the European
tour.

Commissioner Jay Monahan
sent a memo to players earlier
this week, just seven hours be-
fore the deadline to finalize the
deal that was set in the June 6 fra-
mework agreement.

The PGA Tour board unani-
mously agreed three weeks ago
to negotiate exclusively with Stra-
tegic Sports Group, a consortium
of American-based professio-
nal sports teams owners led by

Fenway Sports Group.
Monahan said the tour has
made “meaningful progress”

with SSG and provided the group
with all the information it re-
quested.

“As we move forward in our
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discussions, we are focused on
the finalization of terms and
drafts of necessary documents,”
Monahan said.

Far more complicated are the
negotiations with Saudi Ara-
bia’s Public Investment Fund,
the financial supporters of the
rival LIV Golf League which lu-
red away Dustin Johnson and
Brooks Koepka in 2022, and most

recently Masters champion Jon
Rahm earlier this month.
Monahan described conversa-
tions with PIF and the European
tour as “active and productive.”
The framework agreement
was to expire Dec. 31, though it
included language that the dea-
dline could be extended if all
parties agreed. “We are working
to extend our negotiations into

next year based on the progress
we have made to date,” Monahan
said in his memo.

Monahan said the goal for
2024 was to reach agreements
with SSG, PIF and the European
tour to bring them in as minority
co-investors in the for-profit PGA
Tour Enterprises.

“These partnerships will allow
us to unify, innovate and invest

in the game for the benefit of
players, fans and sponsors,” Mo-
nahan said.

Under the framework agree-
ment, PIF Governor Yasir Al-Ru-
mayyan would have a seat on the
PGA Tour board. The agreement
also included PGA Tour Enterpri-
ses doing an “objective, empiri-
cal-driven evaluation” of LIV and
to determine if team golf can be
integrated into the PGA Tour and
European tour.

It also was to determine a “fair
and objective” process for LIV
players who might want to return
to the PGA Tour or European
tour, which is said to be a sticking
point because of the players who
turned down Saudi riches to re-
main on the PGA Tour.

The PGA Tour season begins
Thursday at The Sentry on Maui,
the first of eight “signature” even-
ts with a $20 million purse and
limited field. LIV Golf already has
announced the bulk of its 2024
schedule and $20 million purses.
It starts the first week of February.
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We bring high quality of
medical service to Macau
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General Surgery : Dr. Fok Manson, Dr. Lai Cheuck Seen Edward,
Dr. Lau Wing Kee Peter. Dr. Kwong Man,
Dir, Wie Fu Zhong, Dr. U Chong San,

D, Lei Chin Chong
Breast Surgery : Dr Leong lat Lur

Urology : Dr Lo Kwong Yin Richard, Dr. Zhao Yun Qiao
Paediatric Surgery : Or. Yeung Chung Kweng

Paediatrics : [r. Zhang Zhigin

Obstetrics & Gynaecology : Dr. Fang Kuan lo
Plastic & Aesthetic Surgery : Dr Lam U Lin
: D Lam Bun Kuan

Orthopaedic Surgery & Sports Medicine
ENT : Dr. Cheng Zheng &ng

Cardiuh-g]r  Dr. Jin Chun, Dr. Leong Man Kin

General Medicine

Dietitian : Chan Lai U Joey
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Gun & PH closed

: D Ng Kam Hong, Dr. Lam Weng Chio
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I e s Chinese President Xi Jinping said China would “surely be reuni- Beijing considers the election front-runner, William Lai, who
fied” with Taiwan during his televised New Year’s address. currently serves as No. 2 from the ruling Democratic People’s Par-

“China will surely be reunified, and all Chinese on both sides of
the Taiwan Strait should be bound by a common sense of purpo-
se,” Xi said in his annual address, according to the official Xinhua
News Agency.

China has described Taiwan’s Jan. 13 leader and parliamentary
elections as a choice between war and peace.

T
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China Daily

Xinhua Commentary

ty, a “separatist” and has accused him and Taiwan’s leader Tsai Ing-
-wen of trying to provoke a Chinese attack on the island.

On Saturday, Chen Binhua, spokesman for China’s Taiwan Affairs
Office, called Lai a “destroyer of peace” following a televised de-
bate earlier that day in which Lai defended Taiwan’s right to rule
itself as a democracy.

CHINA-US
DIPLOMATIC TIES
NEED RECALIBRATION
AFTER 45 YEARS

New Year’s Day of Year 2024 marks the 45th
anniversary of the establishment of China-
-U.S. diplomatic relations.

Over the past years, the China-U.S. rela-
tionship has experienced ups and downs.
Even though it hasn’t always been smooth
sailing, it has generally maintained forward
momentum, benefiting both countries and
the world.

Today, annual bilateral trade stands at im-
pressive 760 billion U.S. dollars, supporting
over 2.6 million jobs in the United States.

China and the United States have colla-
borated with each other on global issues,
including counterterrorism, financial crises
and climate change, making significant con-
tributions to global well-being.

The bilateral relationship has faced no-
table difficulties in the past few years, with
some people in the United States perceiving
China as their “most serious competitor”
and China’s development as “the most con-
sequential geopolitical challenge.”

As the world’s most critical bilateral rela-
tionship, China-U.S. relations nowstand ata
crucial crossroads. Whether the two nations
can recalibrate this relationship is of great
importance to their fundamental interests,
as well as to world peace, global develop-
ment and the future of humanity.

In a congratulatory message to U.S. Presi-
dent Joe Biden to mark the 45th anniversary
of the two countries’ diplomatic relations on
Monday, Chinese President Xi Jinping said
history has already proven and will continue
to fully prove that mutual respect, peaceful
coexistence and win-win cooperation are
the right way for China and the United Sta-
tes to get along with each other as two major
countries.

That should be the direction of joint efforts
made by China and the United States in the
new era, Xi said.

The world remains unsettled, with an on-
going crisis in Ukraine, renewed conflicts in
the Middle East and a sluggish global econo-
mic recovery. Cooperation between the two
major countries is more essential than ever.

San Francisco summit between Xi and Bi-
den in November was widely and warmly
welcomed by the international communi-
ty and represents a historic opportunity to
realign the relationship between the two
countries.

Xi pointed out that he and Biden, during
their meeting in San Francisco, laid out
a future-oriented “San Francisco vision,”
charting the course for the development of
China-U.S. relations.

He called on China and the United States
to earnestly implement the important com-
mon understandings and outcomes reached
by the two heads of state, and take concrete
actions to promote the stable, healthy and
sustainable development of China-U.S. re-
lations.

China and the United States have recently
engaged in meaningful high-level exchan-
ges, reviving nearly 20 dialogue and exchan-
ge mechanisms.

[Abridged]
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South Korean opposition leader Lee Jae-myung on a stretcher arrives at a heliport in Seoul,

South Korea, yesterday

SOUTH KOREA

OPPOSITION LEADER IS

STABBED IN T
A KNIFE-WIEL]

HYUNG-JIN KIM &
JIWON SONG, SEOUL

OUTH Korea’s tough-

speaking liberal opposi-
tion leader, Lee Jae-myung,
was stabbed in the neck
yesterday by an uniden-
tified knife-wielding man
who attempted to kill him
during his visit to the sou-
theastern city of Busan,
police said.

Lee, 59, the head of the
main opposition Demo-
cratic Party, was airlifted
to a Seoul hospital for sur-
gery after receiving emer-
gency treatment in Busan.
Police and emergency of-
ficials earlier said he was
conscious after the attack
and wasn't in critical con-
dition, but his exact status
was unknown.

The attack happened
as Lee walked through a
crowd of journalists and
others after a tour of the
proposed site of a new air-
port in Busan. The attacker
approached Lee, saying he
wanted to get his autogra-
ph, and then stabbed him
in the left side of his neck
with a knife, senior Busan
police officer Sohn Jae-han
said in a televised briefing.

Sohn said Democra-
tic Party officials near Lee
quickly subdued the atta-
cker before police officers
detained him. He said 41
police officers had been
deployed to the area for

crowd control and traffic
management.

TV footage showed Lee,
his eyes closed, lying on
the ground as a person
pressed a handkerchief
to his neck to stop the
bleeding. A witness, Jin
Jeong-hwa, told YTN tele-
vision that Lee had bled a
lot. Videos circulated on
social media showed the
suspect, wearing a paper
crown reading “I'm Lee
Jae-myung,” being cha-
sed and tackled by several
people, apparently inclu-
ding plainclothes police
officers.

Sohn said the suspect,
aged about 67, told inves-
tigators that he bought the
18-centimeter knife onli-
ne. He said police are in-
vestigating the motive for
the attack. Other officers
said police are expected to
request that the suspect be
formally arrested for alle-
ged attempted murder be-
cause he told investigators
he intended to kill Lee.

Lee’s Democratic Party
called the incident “a ter-
rorist attack on Lee and
a serious threat to demo-
cracy.” It called on police
to make a through, swift
investigation.

At Pusan National Uni-
versity Hospital in Busan,
where Lee received emer-
gency treatment, party
spokesperson Kwon Chil-
-seung said Lee’s jugular

HE NECK BY
DING MAN

vein was believed to have
been damaged and there
was concern over the large
amount of bleeding. Hos-
pital officials would not
comment on Lee’s condi-
tion.

President Yoon Suk Yeol
expressed deep concern
about Lee’s health and or-
dered authorities to inves-
tigate the attack, saying
such violence would not
be tolerated, according to
Yoon’s office.

Lee lost the 2022 presi-
dential election to Yoon by
0.7 percentage point, the
narrowest margin ever re-
corded in a South Korean
presidential election. Re-
cent public surveys indica-
ted Lee and his main con-
servative rival Han Don-
g-hoon, a former justice
minister, are the two early
favorites to succeed Yoon
as president when his sin-
gle five-year term ends in
2027.

Since his election de-
feat, Lee has been a harsh
critic of Yoon’s major po-
licies. Last year, Lee held
a 24-day hunger strike
to protest what he called
Yoon'’s failure to oppose Ja-
pan’s release of treated ra-
dioactive wastewater from
its crippled Fukushima
nuclear power, his han-
dling of the country’s pos-
t-pandemic economy and
his hard-line policies on
North Korea. MDT/AP
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Israel's Supreme Court
struck down a key
component of Prime
Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu's contentious
judicial overhaul, delivering
alandmark decision that
could reopen the fissures
in Israeli society that
preceded the country's
ongoing war against
Hamas. The planned
overhaul sparked months of
mass protests, threatened
to trigger a constitutional
crisis between the judicial
and legislative branches of
government, and rattled
the cohesion of Israel's
powerful military.

Russia launched arecord
90 Shahed-type drones
across Ukraine during the
early hours of the new year,
and Russian President
Vladimir Putin said his
country would “intensify”
its attacks onits neighbor.
Speaking during a New
Year's Day visit to a military
hospital, Putin said Ukraine
could expect more such
strikes after shelling of

the Russian border city of
Belgorod that killed more
than two dozen people and
wounded more than 100
others.
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Finland and Sweden
recorded the coldest
temperatures of the
winter yesterday as
thermometers plummeted
to minus 40 degrees
Celsius as aresult of a cold
spell prevailing in the Nordic
region. In Nikkaluokta,

a small village inhabited

by the indigenous Sami
people in northern Sweden,
thermometer showed
minus 41.6 degrees early
yesterday, Swedish public
broadcaster SVT reported.

Ethiopia took the first
steps toward gaining
access to the sea, signing
an agreement in the capital
of Addis Ababa with the
breakaway Somali region
of Somaliland to access
the Somaliland coastline.
The memorandum

of understanding was
signed by Ethiopian Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed Al
and Somaliland President
Muse Bihi Abdi. As part of
the deal, Somaliland plans
to lease a 20-km stretch
of land along its coastline
to Ethiopia to establish a
marine force base, Abdi
said at the signing.



