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Beijing-Moscow 
ties ‘all-time high’ 
Says Russian PM
AFP, Beijing

Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin 
hailed his country’s relationship with 
China yesterday, declaring an “all-time 
high” in bilateral ties during a visit to the 
Chinese capital, according to readouts 
from both Moscow and Beijing.

China and Russia have ramped up 
economic and diplomatic cooperation in 
recent years, with ties growing closer since 
Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine.

“Russia-China relations are at an all-
time high,” Mishustin told his counterpart, 
Premier Li Qiang, according to Chinese 
state broadcaster CCTV and the Kremlin.

Li told Mishustin that “under the 
strategic guidance of President Xi Jinping 
and President Putin, China-Russia 
relations continue to operate at a high 
level”, said CCTV.

Li added that the two countries would 
seek to “carry forward the ever-lasting 
friendship... (injecting) more stability and 
positive energy into the world”, CCTV added.

Mishustin’s visit to China yesterday and 
today comes two months after President 
Vladimir Putin made a rare trip outside 
Russia to meet Xi and a month after a senior 
Chinese general was hosted in Moscow.  

PARLIAMENT SESSION

141 Indian opposition 
MPs barred
AFP, New Delhi

More than half of all opposition lawmakers 
have been barred from the ongoing session of 
India’s parliament for demanding a debate into 
a protest last week in which a smoke canister was 
released in the legislature. The suspended 141 
lawmakers belong to an opposition grouping of 
26 parties dubbed INDIA -- the Indian National 
Developmental Inclusive Alliance -- formed to 
fight general elections slated for early next year. 
On December 13, a man stunned lawmakers when 
he jumped from an overhead visitor’s gallery 
onto the floor of the lower house of parliament 
and released yellow smoke from a canister. The 
following day, 14 MPs were barred from the 
chamber for protesting the security breach and, 
on Monday, 78 more opposition lawmakers were 
suspended from the rest of the session, which 
ends Friday. A further 49 were barred yesterday 
after they shouted slogans inside parliament, 
demanding that powerful interior minister Amit 
Shah resign. “The opposition is being completely 
decimated so that dangerous bills can be passed 
without any meaningful debate,” suspended MP 
and opposition Congress party leader Jairam 
Ramesh said on X, formerly Twitter. Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, in a rare interview with 
the Dainik Jagran newspaper, called the incident 
“very serious” and ordered a detailed investigation, 
but said there was “no need” for a debate.

Malaysia OKs ‘Merry 
Christmas’ on halal cakes
AFP, Kuala Lumpur

Halal-certified bakeries in largely Muslim Malaysia 
can now put Christmas greetings on cakes for their 
customers, religious authorities said, reversing a 
three-year-old ban following public uproar. The 
Department of Islamic Development Malaysia, 
known as Jakim, said Monday that the new 
directive replaces a previous order which barred 
the businesses from writing Merry Christmas 
on their products. The new ruling came after an 
internal memo from popular bakery chain Berry’s 
telling staff not to write Christmas greetings 
on their cakes was shared widely online since 
last weekend. “To be informed for this coming 
Christmas Festival Celebration we are strictly not 
allowed to write the words of Merry Christmas 
or X’Mas on any cakes even (if) requested by the 
customer,” according to the memo, which cited 
halal regulations from Jakim. Staff were advised to 
use a “Season’s greetings” topper instead. Jakim 
said its “previous statements in 2020 are not 
applicable” anymore.

Russia ready to talk on Ukraine
Would defend national interest, says Putin; UN decries Moscow’s 

failure to protect Ukraine civilians

REUTERS, Moscow, Geneva

President Vladimir Putin said yesterday 
that Russia would be prepared to talk 
to Ukraine, the United States and 
Europe about the future of Ukraine if 
they wanted to, but that Moscow would 
defend its national interests.

Putin, who sent troops into Ukraine 
in 2022, has repeatedly said he would 
be prepared to talk about peace, though 
Western officials say he is waiting for the 
US presidential election in November 
before making a genuine effort.

“In Ukraine, those who are aggressive 
towards Russia, and in Europe and 
in the United States - do they want to 
negotiate? Let them. But we will do it 
based on our national interests,” Putin 

told a meeting of the defence leadership 
in Moscow.

“We will not give up what is ours,” 
Putin said, adding that Russia did not 
intend to fight with Europe.

Putin spoke at a meeting of the 
defence ministry which was attended by 
the military top brass, including Defence 
Minister Sergei Shoigu and General 
Valery Gerasimov, chief of the general 
staff, as well as Federal Security Service 
(FSB) Director Alexander Bortnikov.

Meanwhile, United Nations human 
rights chief Volker Turk said there had 
been an “extensive failure” by Russia 
to take adequate measures to protect 
civilians in Ukraine and that there were 
indications that Russian forces had 
committed war crimes.

Turk, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, said 
his office’s monitoring indicated “gross 
violations of international human rights 
law, serious violations of international 
humanitarian law, and war crimes, 
primarily by the forces of the Russian 
Federation.”

These violations, Turk said at the 
Human Rights Council in Geneva, 
included 142 cases of summary 
execution of civilians since Russia 
invaded Ukraine in February last year, as 
well as enforced disappearances, torture 
and ill treatment of detainees, including 
through sexual violence.

Russia has vigorously denied 
committing atrocities or targeting 
civilians in Ukraine.

Myanmar stands on 
HUMANITARIAN ‘PRECIPICE’

UN warns
AFP, United Nations

One-third of the population of Myanmar, 
or more than 18 million people, now require 
humanitarian aid, the United Nations warned 
Monday, seeking a billion dollars in donations 
next year to combat the need.

The humanitarian situation in the Southeast 
Asian country has worsened since the coup there 
nearly three years ago, the global body said.

“Myanmar stands at the precipice in 2024 
with a deepening humanitarian crisis that has 
spiraled since the military takeover in February 
2021 with the civilian population that is now 
living in fear,” said a report by the UN Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) published Monday.

The 18.6 million people who are currently in 
need of humanitarian assistance is one million 

more than a year ago and 19 times as many as in 
2020, before the coup.

“Children are bearing the brunt of the 
crisis with 6 million children in need as a 
result of displacement, interrupted health 
care and education, food insecurity and 
malnutrition, and protection risks including 
forced recruitment and mental distress,” 
warned Marcoluigi Corsi, the UN’s interim 
humanitarian coordinator for Myanmar.

The report highlighted the particular 
concern of mass displacement, with nearly 
2.6 million people pushed out of their homes 
as of December 11 -- an increase of 1.1 million 
since the same time last year -- including more 
than 660,000 people who have been displaced 
since late October amid the escalating conflict 
between the military and ethnic minority 
fighters in the country’s north.

Iraq holds first local 
elections in a decade
REUTERS, Baghdad

Around 41 percent of eligible voters cast ballots in 
Iraq’s first local elections in a decade on Monday, 
state media said, in a vote where the ruling Shi’ite 
Muslim alliance is expected to extend its hold on 
power amid a boycott by their main political rival.

The election is seen as an indicator of the balance 
of power in a country where groups close to Iran 
have steadily gained influence, as well as being a test 
of Iraq’s young democracy installed by the US after 
the toppling of Saddam Hussein in 2003. It comes 
ahead of a 2025 general election.

Around 6.6 million voters cast ballots out of 
more than 16.1 million who were eligible, state 
media reported Monday evening, ahead of the 
announcement of preliminary results on Tuesday.

Voter turnout closely matched that of the 2021 
parliamentary vote, also 41 percent.

Apathy has increased among a young population 
that feels it has not seen the benefits of Iraq’s massive 
oil wealth, much of which is misdirected or stolen in 
a country ranked among the world’s most corrupt.

Senior politicians had called for a high turnout 
after casting their votes at a plush centre in one of 
Baghdad’s finest hotels.

Preparing a cup of sweet tea by his kiosk near a 
polling centre in central Baghdad, Ali Aswad, 39, 
said voting was a waste of time.

“I won’t vote any more. They have been telling us 
democracy will help improve our lives but nothing 
happened,” he said.

“Elections are a competition of words without 
actions and democracy is a big lie.”

Some voters, however, retain faith in the system.
“I have never missed a chance to vote since 2005 

because I believe in change,” said Aqeel al-Assadi, a 
58-year-old high school headmaster.

ICBM TEST 

Response to US 

hostility
Says North Korea

REUTERS, Seoul

North Korea said yesterday it had tested the 
isolated state’s newest ICBM on Monday 
to gauge the war readiness of its nuclear 
force against mounting US hostility, as 
Washington and its allies began operating 
a real-time missile data sharing system.

South Korea and Japan said that 
based on Monday’s flight data, the North 
had fired an ICBM with the range to hit 
anywhere in the United States. The launch 
was condemned by South Korea, Japan and 
the United States as a flagrant violation of 
UN Security Council resolutions.

In a joint announcement, South Korea, 
Japan, and the United States said they had 
activated a system to detect and assess 
North Korea’s missile launches in real-
time and established a multi-year trilateral 
military exercise plan.

North Korean state media said leader 
Kim Jong Un watched Monday’s launch of 
the Hwasong-18 intercontinental ballistic 
missile (ICBM) at a site east of the capital, 
Pyongyang. The missile reached an altitude 
of 6,518 km (4,050 miles), flying 1,002 km 
and accurately hitting the intended target, 
an empty patch of sea, state media said.

Kim said the launch sends “a clear signal 
to the hostile forces, who have fanned 
up their reckless military confrontation 
hysteria” against the North, state news 
agency KCNA reported.

People walk past a collapsed building after an earthquake in 
Dahejia, Jishishan County in northwest China’s Gansu province 
yesterday. Inset, this aerial photo shows damage after the 
earthquake yesterday. PHOTO: AFP


