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Rescuers work to reach people who have
been trapped in a cave in Laos | ap

Thai rescuers
race to reach 7
trapped in cave

VIENTIANE

Cave rescue experts from Thai-
land who aided the dramatic
2018 retrieval of a youth foot-
ball team joined efforts Monday
to extract seven people trapped
in aflooded cave for five days in
neighbouring Laos, Laotian
state media said.

Seven Laotian villagers en-
tered the cave in central Xays-
omboun province, about 125
kilometres (78 miles) northeast
of the capital Vientiane, on May
20, state-run Laophattana News
said. They were searching for
gold but were trapped inside the
cave after heavy rain triggered
flash flooding, blocking their
exit, it added. Authorities and
villagers have been working to
pump water out of the cave, but
rescue teams have not been able
to reach the group. “We still do
not know whether there are any
signs of life or if they are still
alive,” Bounkham Luanglat,
president of a Laotian volunteer
rescue association, told AFP.

About 100 people from Laos
and Thailand have gone to the
site in Long Chanh district to
help in the rescue operations,
the association said.

Two Thai rescue specialists
and a Finnish expert involved in
the 2018 Tham Luang cave res-
cue in Thailand arrived at the
Laos cave on Monday, Laophat-
tana News said. AFP

Belarus under
scrutiny after

major Russian
strike on Kyiv

KYIV

BELARUS’ exiled opposition
leader visited Kyiv on Monday
as the Ukrainian capital cleaned
up after Russia’s biggest missile
attack of the year, and world
leaders kept a close eye on how
much support the Belarusian
government is ready to provide
for Moscow’s all-out invasion.

Russia and ally Belarus held
joint nuclear drills last week,
and Ukrainian President Volo-
dymyr Zelenskyy has warned in
recent days that Belarus could
provide a launchpad for Russia
to open a new front in northern
Ukraine. Some Russian troops
entered Ukraine from Belaru-
sian territory in Moscow’s inva-
sion on February 24, 2022.

In a further sign of concern,
French President Emmanuel
Macron spoke by phone with
Belarusian President Alexan-
der Lukashenko on Sunday
about the war in Ukraine, their
first call since the invasion be-
gan. Further “systemic strikes”
on Kyiv are in store, the Rus-
sian Foreign Ministry said in a
statement Monday. It urged for-
eign citizens, including mem-
bers of diplomatic missions, to
leave the city as quickly as pos-
sible and told residents to stay
away from military and govern-
ment facilities.

The ministry said on Friday’s
deadly Ukrainian drone strike
on a college dormitory in Staro-
bilsk was “the final straw.”
Ukraine said it hit only targets
supporting Russia’s invasion.

The Russian army is locked in
a hard and costly slog on the
1,250-kilometer front line that
mostly snakes through eastern
and southern Ukraine. “Russia
hit a dead-end on the battlefield,
so it is terrorising Ukraine with
deliberate strikes,” European
Union foreign policy chief Kaja
Kallas said on X after the week-
end barrage that killed two peo-
ple in Kyiw.

With U.S.-made air defence
missiles running low amid the
Iran war, Ukraine struggles to
stop Russian strikes as peace ef-
forts stall. AP
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TEHRAN

THE United States and Iran
have both played down chanc-
es of a quick deal to end a war
that has engulfed the West
Asia and disrupted the global
oil market. US President Don-
ald Trump said on Monday
that a deal with Tehran would
either be “great and meaning-
ful” or there would be “no
deal” at all. He added that Sau-
di Arabia and other Gulf na-
tions must normalise ties with
Israel as part of efforts to
reach a deal with Iran, adding
fresh uncertainty into pro-
tracted peace negotiations.

Iran’s foreign ministry
spokesman Esmaeil Baqaei
said progress had been made
in talks with Washington, but
a final agreement was not yet
within reach.

Talks remain inconclusive

A major issue in the talks is
traffic through the Strait of
Hormuz, the vital global con-
duit for oil shipments that has
come under Iranian control
since the outbreak of the war.
Iran has insisted that vessels
must obtain permission from
its armed forces.

Trump said on Saturday
that “in addition to many oth-
er elements of the
Agreement, the Strait
of Hormuz will be
opened”, a develop-
ment that would
bring relief to global
energy markets.

But Iran’s Fars news agency
said that, if finalised, the po-
tential agreement would pre-
serve Iran’s management over
the strategic waterway.

Tasnim news agency re-
ported that the “status of the
Strait of Hormuz would not

revert to its pre-war situa-
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Smoke rises following an Israeli airstrike that targeted the southern Lebanese

village of Nabatieh | arp

Israel orders evacuations in Lebanon ahead of strikes

JERUSALEM: Israel’s military on Monday warned residents of 10
villages in southern Lebanon to evacuate ahead of expected strikes
on alleged Hezbollah targets. Military spokesman Avichay Adraee
accused Hezbollah of violating the ceasefire agreement and urged
civilians to move at least 1,000 metres away. Later, fresh evacuation
warnings were issued for buildings near the city of Tyre, which Israel
said were linked to Hezbollah facilities. Despite an April 17 ceasefire,
Israel and Hezbollah have continued near-daily exchanges of fire.
Lebanese authorities say Israeli strikes since early March have killed
over 3,100 people. The Israeli military also said a soldier was killed in
southern Lebanon on Sunday, raising its military death toll to 23.

tion”. Tasnim also reported
that “the naval blockade, ac-
cording to the re-
ported framework,
would need to be
fully lifted within
30 days”, referring
to the US blockad-
ing Iranian ports.

Focus on maritime access

Iran has long demanded the
release of its frozen assets
held under longstanding US
sanctions. According to Tas-
nim, “Iran has insisted that
any initial understanding
must be conditional on at least

partial access to the assets”.

It quoted an informed
source as saying that Iran
“has stressed that there will
be no agreement unless a
specified portion of Iran’s fro-
zen assets is released at the
very first stage”.

According to Fars, a poten-
tial understanding would also
see the US temporarily lifting
sanctions on oil, gas and pet-
rochemicals during the nego-
tiation period.

Iran has previously said
that any ceasefire must apply
to all fronts of the regional
war, including Lebanon. AFP

WHY US-IRAN
DEAL REMAINS

ELUSIVE?

NUCLEAR ISSUE

Iran says nuclear
negotiations will
be discussed
separately later

&

US and Israel want the
nuclear threat eliminated
completely

STRAIT OF HORMUZ

"N

Iran insists control over the
waterway will remain with
Tehran

Trump says the
key oil shipping
route will reopen
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fighting to end
across all fronts,
including Lebanon
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Any understanding could
require Israel to halt strikes
in Lebanon

Both sides say progress has
been made, but no final
agreement has been
reached yet.

Sign Abraham Accords

Trump urged Muslim nations
across the West Asia and
beyond to normalise
relations with Israel as part
of the peace deal
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No quick deal as Hormuz, N-stockpile are sticking issues

Local media says any potential agreement would preserve Tehran’s
management over the strait, for which it imposes a tax on oil tankers

Israel opposition leader
says deal bad for country

JERUSALEM

THE deal being discussed be-
tween the US and Iran fails to
achieve any of Israel’s goals for
the war, Israel’s opposition lead-
er Yair Lapid said on Monday, as
he accused Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu of failing to
influence a better agreement.

Lapid, who is part of an alli-
ance attempting to unseat
Netanyahu in elections this
year, said details of the emerg-
ing deal are “disturbing.”

“The deal is bad for Israel,
bad for the region, bad for the
citizens of Iran,” Lapid told re-
porters in Jerusalem.

Israel and the US launched
the war on February 28 vowing
to destroy Iran’s ballistic mis-
sile program, end its support
for proxy militant groups across
the region and end Iran’s ability
to pursue a nuclear bomb. Both
Netanyahu and President Don-
ald Trump also said they hoped
to create conditions to topple
Iran’s government.

According to regional offi-
cials, under the current deal be-
ing discussed Iran would give
up its stockpile of highly en-
riched uranium and reopen the
strategic Strait of Hormuz in
exchange for ending a US block-

Yair Lapid, Israel’s opposition leader

ade of Iranian ports and the lift-
ing of sanctions against Iran.
Key details on Iran’s nuclear
program would then be negoti-
ated during a 60-day period. It is
unclear if the deal will address
Iran’s missiles or support for
regional militant groups.
Lapid thanked Trump for
backing Israel in the war, but
criticised Netanyahu for al-
lowing the US to negotiate a
potential deal with little coor-
dination with Israel. He said
Israel’s ability to influence
Washington had hit “an all-
time low”. Netanyahu has re-
peatedly stressed to Trump
that Israel maintains “freedom
of action” against threats in
any arena, according to an of-
ficial familiar with the prime
minister’s conversations with
Trump, who spoke on condi-
tion of anonymity. AP

ASIM MUNIR, PAKISTAN PM BRIEF X1 ON MEDIATION

BEIJING: China’s President Xi Jinping met Pakistan Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif in Beijing on Monday as diplomatic efforts to end the
Iran war continued. Xi praised Pakistan for playing a mediating role
in the West Asia, while Sharif thanked China for supporting peace
efforts. Pakistan, which hosted direct US-Iran talks in April, has
emerged as a key mediator in the conflict. Sharif was accompanied
by army chief Asim Munir, Islamabad’s main negotiator with
Washington and Tehran. The earlier talks, however, failed to produce
a lasting agreement, with Iran accusing the United States of making

“excessive demands”.

Overloaded truck overturns  Man sprays suspected capsaicin at luxury mall
in B’desh; 15 dead, 10 injured

DHAKA

A truck carrying iron rods and
extra passengers overturned on
a major highway early Monday
in central Bangladesh, leaving at
least 15 people dead and 10 others
injured, police said.

The crash happened after the
driver lost control around 5 a.m.
at Soratoil area in Tangail dis-
trict, 83 kilometers (52 miles)
northwest of the nation’s capital,
Dhaka, said local police chief
Fuad Hossain.

Hossain said the truck was
carrying hitchhiking passengers
and travelling from Dhaka to the
northern region as vacationers
began traveling ahead of the Is-
lamic festival Eid al-Adha on
Thursday. The truck overturned
and killed them at the scene, he

A sea of Muslim pilgrims beats
the heat, descends on Mecca

MECCA

The annual Hajj pilgrimage, one of the
Five Pillars of Islam, officially began on
Monday. More than 1.5 million pil-
grims have arrived in Saudi Arabia
from outside the country, Saleh bin
Saad Al-Murabba, commander of the
Hajj passport forces, said on Friday.
The faithful have been pouring into
the country for the Hajj against the
backdrop of a tenuous ceasefire in the
Iran war and related regional tensions

and uncertainty.

Egyptian pilgrim Samya Abdul Mon-
eim said she was grateful to God that
she made it to the Hajj, which is re-
quired once in a lifetime of every Mus-
lim who can afford it and is physically
able to make it. “I am in a state of bless-
ing and happiness,” she said in Mecca
on Sunday. “It’s an indescribable feel-
ing, truly. I mean, thank God, I am in a
blessing.” Typically on the first day,
many pilgrims in Mecca converge on a
vast tent camp in the nearby desert.
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said. The official said most of the
passengers were day laborers.
Witnesses told TV stations that
they rushed to the scene after
hearing noise and started rescu-
Ing passengers who got trapped.
Road accidents Kkill thousands eve-
ry year in the nation of more than
170 million because of lax over-
sight of traffic rules, bad road con-
ditions and unskilled driving. AP

Cambodia pardons oppn leader Kem Sokha

PHNOM PENH: Cambodia’s acting head of state Hun Sen on Monday pardoned
opposition leader Kem Sokha, who was serving a 27-year sentence for treason under
house arrest. Kem Sokha has repeatedly denied the charges, while rights groups
and UN experts criticised the case as politically motivated. However, his political
rights remain revoked and he is barred from leaving the country for five years.

A group of Muslim pilgrims discuss the rituals of
circumambulating the Kaaba, during the annual
Hajj pilgrimage in Mecca, Saudi Arabia | ap

Ahead of that, pilgrims have been cir-
cling the cube-shaped Kaaba in the
Grand Mosque in sweltering tempera-
tures. For pilgrims, Hajj can be a deeply
moving spiritual experience and a
chance to seek God’s forgiveness and the
erasure of past sins. Pilgrims perform
the Hajj rituals over several days. This
Hajj “is, in effect, a hard reset for me,”
Youssef Chouhoud, a political scientist at
Christopher Newport University in Vir-
ginia, said from city of Mina.

TOKYO

AROUND 20 people were in-
jured at a luxury shopping com-
plex in central Tokyo on Mon-
day after a man sprayed a
substance inside, police and
fire department officials said.

Tokyo police spokesman Yu-
suke Koide told AFP that aman
sprayed a substance at an ATM
on the ground floor of the build-
ing, while a local fire depart-
ment official said “around 20
people were injured” after a re-
port of a “smell”.

The road in front of the mall
— located in the touristy and
upmarket shopping district of
Ginza — was blocked off fol-
lowing the incident, and fire
trucks lined the street.

However, shoppers continued
to come and go from the build-
ing using side entrances.
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A person is taken on a stretcher to an ambulance by paramedics at the Ginza 6

Shopping Center in Tokyo | AP

An AFP reporter at the scene
saw two people on stretchers be-
ing put into an ambulance,
while firefighters and officials

dressed in hazmat suits brought
people from the mall into spe-
cialised trucks to examine
them. “As of now, 19 people have

been transported to a hospital,”
fire department official Ryosu-
ke Kobayashi told reporters.

Public broadcaster NHK said
the injuries appeared to be
light. It said the spray was be-
lieved to have contained the ir-
ritant capsaicin, the active
component of chilli peppers,
according to unidentified in-
vestigative sources.

One 70-year-old woman who
was at the mall told the broad-
caster that her throat started
“stinging and hurting” as she
approached the ATM.

“By the time I arrived, the
commotion had started, and I
thought there might have been a
small fire.

“Once I went into the ATM
corner, my throat felt scratchy,
almost numb,” she said. Police
are investigating the cause, a
fire officer said. AFP
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