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Taliban calls India 
a ‘significant 

regional partner’
REUTERS, Kabul

The Taliban’s foreign office said they saw India 
as a “significant regional and economic partner” 
after meeting with its most senior foreign ministry 
official, the highest level talks with Delhi since 
their takeover of Afghanistan in 2021.

India’s Foreign Secretary (FS) Vikram Misri 
met acting Taliban Foreign Minister Amir Khan 
Muttaqi in Dubai on Wednesday. 

Afghanistan’s foreign ministry said in a 
statement that they had discussed expanding 
relations with Afghanistan and to boost trade 
through Chabahar Port in Iran, which India has 
been developing for goods to bypass the ports of 
Karachi and Gwadar in its rival Pakistan.

“In line with Afghanistan’s balanced and 
economy-focused foreign policy, the Islamic 
Emirate aims to strengthen political and 
economic ties with India as a significant regional 
and economic partner,” the statement from 
Afghanistan’s foreign ministry said late on 
Wednesday. India’s foreign ministry said after 
the Dubai meeting that India was considering 
engaging in development projects in Afghanistan.

Biggest flu 
outbreak in 25 
yrs hits Japan
AFP, Tokyo

Japan in the last week of 
December experienced the 
biggest influenza outbreak 
since comparable data 
became available 25 years 
ago, health authorities said 
yesterday.

The latest health ministry 
analysis of data gathered 
from 5,000 medical clinics 
showed that from December 
23-29, 317,812 people were 
diagnosed with flu.

Cases of flu often rise 
in the winter in Japan 
and elsewhere, but some 
countries have seen large 
jumps in cases recently 
including in France and 
Britain. 

Australia logged over 
350,000 confirmed flu 
cases last year.

PRO-TURKEY, KURDS FORCES CLASHES

37 killed in north Syria 
AFP, Damascus

Battles between Turkish-backed 
groups, supported by air strikes, and 
Kurdish-led forces killed 37 people 
yesterday in Syria’s northern Manbij 
region, a war monitor said.

The latest reported fighting comes 
despite the United States saying 
Wednesday that it was working to 
address Turkey’s concerns in Syria to 
dissuade the Nato ally from escalating 
an offensive against Kurdish fighters.

The Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights war monitor reported “fierce 
battles in the Manbij countryside... in 
the past hours between the (Kurdish-
led) Syrian Democratic Forces and 
the (Turkish-backed) National Army 
factions... with Turkish air cover”.

“The attacks killed 37 people in 
a preliminary toll,” mostly Turkish-
backed combatants, but also six SDF 
fighters and five civilians, said the 

British-based Observatory with a 
network of sources inside Syria.

The monitor said at least 322 people 
have been killed in fighting in the 
Manbij countryside since last month.

On Wednesday, Mazloum Abdi, 
who heads the US-backed SDF, said 
his group supported “the unity and 
integrity of Syrian territory”. In a 
written statement to AFP, he called on 
Syria’s new authorities “to intervene 
in order for there to be a ceasefire 
throughout Syria”.

Abdi’s comments followed what he 
called a “positive” meeting between 
Kurdish leaders and the Damascus 
authorities late last month.

Turkish-backed factions in 
northern Syria resumed their fight 
with the SDF at the same time as 
Islamist-led rebels were launching 
an offensive on November 27 that 
overthrew Syrian president Bashar al-
Assad just 11 days later.

Ring of fire 
tightens 
around LA
5 killed; over 100,000 forced to 
evacuate; Hollywood Hills burn

REUTERS, Los Angeles

A terrifying wave of wildfires squeezing Los Angeles on 
multiple fronts pushed closer to the symbolic heart of 
the US film industry yesterday after a new blaze ignited in 
the hills overlooking Hollywood Boulevard and its Walk 
of Fame.

The crescent of flames squeezing Los Angeles - 
including a huge fire between Santa Monica and Malibu 
on the city’s western flank and a conflagration in the east 
near Pasadena - was so expansive that it was visible from 
space as a huge pincer.

More than 100,000 people have been ordered to 
evacuate as dry, hurricane-force winds spread flames 
across parched ground that has seen no rain for months. 
At least five people have 
died since the fires erupted 
on Tuesday.

The homes of movie 
stars and celebrities were 
among those consumed 
by flames, which tore 
through some of the 
world’s most lavish real 
estate, and in the case of the Hollywood Hills fire, above 
showbiz landmarks instantly recognizable around the 
world.

“This firestorm is the big one,” Los Angeles Mayor 
Karen Bass told a press conference after rushing back to 
the city, cutting short an official trip to Ghana.

At least six separate wildfires were burning in Los 
Angeles County yesterday morning. Three of them were 
listed as “0% controlled,” including the Palisades fire in 
the west, the Eaton Fire in the east and the smaller Sunset 
Fire in the Hollywood Hills.

On the west side of Los Angeles, the Palisades fire 
consumed 17,234 acres (6974 hectares) and hundreds of 
structures in the hills, racing down Topanga Canyon until 
reaching the Pacific Ocean on Tuesday.

Red Flag warnings from the National Weather Service 
for Los Angeles and Ventura counties were extended 
through 6:00 pm today due to extremely low humidity 
and strong winds.

Los Angeles Fire Department spokesperson Captain 
Adam VanGerpen yesterday told “CBS Mornings” that 
erratic winds were a concern, with gusts blowing embers.

Many film stars, 
celebrities lose homes

Palisades fire consumes 
over 17,234 acres 

Biden says he 
could have 
defeated Trump
AFP, Washington

Joe Biden thinks he could have won reelection if 
he had stayed in the White House race, he said 
in an interview published Wednesday -- while 

conceding he was unsure if he would have 
served another full term.

The 82-year-old Democrat, who 
leaves office on January 20, was asked 
by USA Today if he believed victory 
over Republican Donald Trump was 
a realistic prospect last November, 
and he pointed to unspecified 

polling and said: “I think yes.”
“I really thought I had the best 

chance of beating him. But I also wasn’t 
looking to be president when I was 85 years old, 
86 years old. And so I did talk about passing the 
baton,” Biden said.

“But I don’t know. Who the hell knows? So 
far, so good. But who knows what I’m going to be 
when I’m 86 years old?”

The remains of former US President Jimmy Carter arrive at the Washington National Cathedral in Washington, 
DC, for a state funeral service yesterday. PHOTO: AFP


