
Firefighters work to put out flames in the Mandeville Canyon neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on January 
11, 2025, as the Palisades Fire continues to burn. 

Firefighters race to beat LA blazes as winds 
grow and death toll hits 16

LA(News Desk) Firefight-
ers fought on into the 
night on Saturday in a bid 
to get on top of massive 
wildfires around Los An-
geles as winds ramped up, 
pushing the blazes towards 
previously untouched 
neighborhoods.
At least 16 people were 
now confirmed dead from 
fires that have ripped 
through the city, leaving 

communities in ruins and 
testing the mettle of thou-
sands of firefighters — and 
millions of California res-
idents.
Despite heroic efforts, in-
cluding precision sorties 
from aerial crews, the Pal-
isades Fire continued to 
grow on Saturday, pushing 
east towards the priceless 
collections of the Getty 
Center art museum and 

north to the densely popu-
lated San Fernando Valley.
“We’re a nervous wreck,” 
Sarah Cohen told the Los 
Angeles Times of the threat 
to her Tarzana home. “Ev-
ery time they drop water, it 
gets better. But then it gets 
worse again.”Footage from 
the Mandeville Canyon 
area showed one home 
consumed, with a wall of 
flame licking up a hillside 

to menace others.A brief 
lull in the wind was rapid-
ly giving way to gusts that 
forecasters warned would 
feed the blazes for days to 
come.“Critical fire-weath-
er conditions will unfor-
tunately ramp up again 
today for southern Cali-
fornia and last through at 
least early next week,” the 
National Weather Service 
said.

Trump calls California leaders ‘incompe-
tent’ over fire response

LA(News Desk) US Presi-
dent-elect Donald Trump 
accused California officials 
on Sunday of incompe-
tence over their handling 
of deadly wildfires raging 
around Los Angeles.
“The fires are still raging 
in LA. The incompetent 
pols (politicians) have no 
idea how to put them out,” 
Trump said on his Truth 
Social platform.
“This is one of the worst 

catastrophes in the histo-
ry of our Country. They 
just can’t put out the fires. 
What’s wrong with them?” 
he wrote.The speed and 
intensity of the blazes rav-
aging Los Angeles have 
tested its firefighting in-
frastructure and given rise 
to questions and criticism 
about the state’s prepared-
ness.Hydrants ran dry in 
the Pacific Palisades neigh-
bourhood as it was rav-

aged by one of the region’s 
five separate fires, while 
water shortages addi-
tionally hampered efforts 
elsewhere.With just over a 
week before he returns to 
the White House, Trump 
has launched a series of 
evidence-free broadsides 
accusing California’s 
Democratic Governor 
Gavin Newsom of failings 
in response to the blazes.
Newsom has meanwhile 

invited Trump to visit Los 
Angeles and survey the 
devastation with him.The 
fires have so far killed at 
least 16 people, displaced 
150,000 more, and de-
stroyed more than 12,000 
structures according to 
state officials . “Thousands 
of magnificent houses are 
gone, and many more will 
soon be lost. There is death 
all over the place,” Trump 
said in his post.

Four Israeli soldiers killed in Gaza
J E RU S A L E M : ( N e w s 
Desk) The Israeli mil-
itary said on Saturday 
that four soldiers had 
died in combat in the 
north of Gaza Strip.
The deaths brought to 
403 the total number 
of soldiers killed in the 
Palestinian territory 
since Israel launched its 
ground offensive in retal-
iation for Hamas’s Oct 7, 
2023, raids in Israel.
An officer and a reservist 
soldier were “seriously 
wounded” during the 
same incident and were 
taken to hospital, the 
military said in a state-

ment. The Israeli mili-
tary said on Saturday it 
had killed three Hamas 
fighters in a ground op-
eration near Jabalia, in 
northern Gaza.
Delegation off to Qatar
Netanyahu sent a dele-
gation of senior officials 
to Qatar on Saturday for 
negotiations on a pris-
oner release and Gaza 
ceasefire deal, his office 
said.
Netanyahu held a meet-
ing in Jerusalem with US 
president-elect Donald 
Trump’s Middle East en-
voy Steve Witkoff, a rep-
resentative of current US 

President Joe Biden and 
senior Israeli officials.
Following the meeting, 
Netanyahu instructed 
the heads of the Mossad 
spy agency and Shin Bet 
security agency as well 
as General Nitzan Alon 
and foreign policy advis-
er Ophir Falk “to depart 
for Doha in order to con-
tinue advancing a deal to 
release our hostages”, the 
statement said.
The United States has for 
more than a year been 
mediating talks along-
side Qatar and Egypt 
for an end to the Gaza 
fighting. Indirect nego-

tiations between Israel 
and Hamas resumed last 
weekend in Qatar. The 
Palestinian Sports Media 
Association (PSMA) has 
reported that 708 ath-
letes, including 95 chil-
dren, have been killed in 
the Gaza Strip by Israel 
since October 7, 2023, 
Anadolu reports.The 
head of the PSMA, Mus-
tafa Siyam, told Anado-
lu that the deaths of 
handball coach Ahmad 
Haroun from the Rabat 
Handball Club and Anas 
al-Debji, who played for 
the Deir al-Balah and 
Al-Jalaa clubs, raised the 

number of athletes killed 
to 708.He noted that 
Haroun was killed in an 
artillery strike targeting 
his home on Friday in 
the west of the Nuseirat 
refugee camp in central 
Gaza, while al-Debji was 
killed in an airstrike that 
hit his family’s home on 
Wednesday in the west of 
Deir al-Balah.Siyam said 
those killed included 
369 football players, 105 
members of scouting or-
ganisations and 234 ath-
letes from various sports 
federations. Israel plans 
to use tax revenue it col-
lects on behalf of the Pal-

estinian Authority (PA) 
to pay the PA’s nearly 2 
billion shekel ($544 mil-
lion) debt to state-run 
Israel Electric Co (IEC), 
Finance Minister Bezalel 
Smotrich has said, Re-
uters reports.Since the 
Hamas-led attack on Is-
rael on October 7, 2023, 
Smotrich has withheld 
sums earmarked for ad-
ministration expenses in 
Gaza.Those frozen funds 
are held in Norway and, 
he said at Sunday’s cab-
inet meeting, would in-
stead be used to pay debt 
owed to the IEC of 1.9 
billion shekels.

Iran conducts air defence exercises
DUBAI: (News Desk) Iran 
conducted air defence ex-
ercises on Saturday as the 
country braces for more 
friction with Israel and 
the United States under 
incoming US president 
Donald Trump.
The war games take place 
as Iranian leaders face the 
risk that Trump could em-
power Israeli Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu 
to attack Iran’s nuclear 

sites, while further tight-
ening US sanctions on 
its oil industry through 
his “maximum pressure” 
policy.
“In these exercises,...de-
fence systems will practise 
the fight against air, mis-
sile and electronic warfare 
threats in real battlefield 
conditions... to protect 
the country’s skies and 
sensitive and vital areas,” 
Iranian state television 

said.
Saturday’s drills are part 
of two-months-long ex-
ercises launched on Jan 
4 which have already 
included war games in 
which the elite Revolu-
tionary Guards defended 
key nuclear installations 
in Natanz against mock 
attacks by missiles and 
drones, state media said.
Iran’s military has said 
it was using new drones 

and missiles in the exer-
cises and released footage 
of a new underground 
“missile city” being vis-
ited by Guards com-
mander-in-chief Maj Gen 
Hossein Salami. Salami 
warned, in a speech car-
ried by state TV, about 
a “false sense of delight” 
among Iran’s enemies, 
saying Iran and partic-
ularly its missile forces 
were stronger than ever.

                   

Biden describes 
Meta decision 

to do away with 
fact-checking as 

WASHINGTON: (News Desk) US President Joe Biden 
blasted Meta on Friday for scrapping fact-checking 
on Facebook and Instagram in the United States, call-
ing the move “really shameful” after a global network 
warned of real-world harm if the tech giant expands 
its decision to other countries.Meta chief executive 
Mark Zuckerberg triggered alarm Tuesday when 
he announced the Palo Alto company was ditching 
third-party fact-checking in the United States and turn-
ing over the task of debunking falsehoods to ordinary 
users under a model known as “Community Notes,” 
popularised by X.The decision was widely seen as an 
attempt to appease President-elect Donald Trump, 
whose conservative support base has long complained 
that fact-checking on tech platforms was a way to cur-
tail free speech and censor right-wing content.“I think 
it’s really shameful,” Biden told reporters at the White 
House when asked about the announcement. “Telling 
the truth matters,” he said, adding that the move was 
“completely contrary to everything America’s about.” 
The International Fact-Checking Network has warned 
of devastating consequences if Meta broadens its poli-
cy shift beyond US borders to the company’s programs 
covering more than 100 countries.

India’s cricket 
board elects 

Devajit Saikia as 
BCCI chief

Delhi(News Desk) India’s powerful and huge-
ly wealthy Board of Control for Cricket in India 
(BCCI) on Sunday elected its new chief, former 
player and advocate Devajit Saikia, the only per-
son nominated to the top post.
“Devajit Saikia is declared duly elected as the Sec-
retary of BCCI”, the Board of Control for Cricket 
in India said in a statement.Saikia, 55, succeeds 
Jay Shah who left the position to become chair-
man of the International Cricket Council (ICC), 
the global governing body.Businessman and state 
cricket administrator Prabhtej Singh Bhatia has 
been appointed BCCI treasurer, the board added.
Shah’s departure last month to become chairman 
of the ICC prompted the appointment of Saikia, 
who was already on the BCCI board as interim 
secretary.An unknown among fans after a modest 
playing career, Saikia has close ties with India’s 
ruling Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP).Saikia began in administration by serving 
as general secretary of a cricket club in the north-
eastern state of Assam under the leadership of Hi-
manta Biswa Sarma. 

Imam returns as 
Pakistan announce 

squad for West Indies 
Tests

LAHORE:(News Desk)  Openers Imam-ul-Haq and 
Mohammad Huraira have been called back into the 
Pakistan Test squad for the upcoming two-match se-
ries against the West Indies owing to fellow opener 
Saim Ayub’s injury and Abdullah Shafique’s dipping 
form.
The 15-member squad, announced by the Pakistan 
Cricket Board (PCB) on Saturday, also includes two 
uncapped players in pacer Kashif Ali and wicket-keep-
er-batter Rohail Nazir.
Seasoned fast bowler Shaheen Shah Afridi also re-
mained out of Test reckoning after missing the preced-
ing series against South Africa.
The 29-year-old Imam’s last Test outing was against 
Australia in the second of Pakistan’s three-match se-
ries Down Under in December 2023. He was dropped 
for his defensive batting approach as skipper Shan 
Masood looked to influence a shift of mindset within 
the Pakistan dressing room.

Trump’s Ukraine 
envoy attends Iran 
opposition event

PARIS: (News Desk) US president-elect Donald 
Trump’s incoming Ukraine envoy Keith Kellogg was in 
Paris on Saturday, attending the event of an Iranian op-
position group National Council of Resistance of Iran 
(NCRI), according to TV footage carried by the group.
Retired Lt Gen Kellogg, who is set to serve as Trump’s 
special envoy for Ukraine and Russia, postponed a 
trip to European capitals earlier this month until after 
Trump’s inauguration on Jan 20.
Kellogg was set to give a speech at the event later.He 
has previously spoken at NCRI events, most recently 
in November, but his presence in Paris, even if in a 
personal capacity, suggests the group has the ear of the 
new US administration.
Incoming secretary of state Marco Rubio has also spo-
ken at NCRI events in the past. The group has repeat-
edly called for the fall of the existing Iranian author-
ities, although it is unclear how much support it has 
within Iran.
Speaking at the start of the event at Auvers-sur-Oise, 
the group’s headquarters on the outskirts of Paris, 
NCRI president-elect Maryam Rajavi said the regional 
balance of power had shifted against Iran’s leadership 
with the all of Syria’s Bashar Al Assad.
“It is time for Western governments to abandon past 
policies and stand with the Iranian people this time,” 
she said. Trump has vowed to impose maximum pres-
sure on Iran in a bid to force the country to negotiate 
a deal on its nuclear programme, ballistic missile pro-
gramme and regional activities.
It was unclear whether Kellogg would use his trip to 
Paris to meet French officials to discuss Ukraine.
The NCRI, the political arm of the Peoples Mujahideen 
Organisation of Iran (PMOI), has held frequent rallies 
in France, often attended by high profile former US, 
European and Arab officials critical of Tehran.

Monday 13 Jan, 2025 Page 04

Ukraine claims 
capturing two North 

Korean soldiers
KYIV: (News Desk) Ukraine has captured two 
North Korean soldiers in Russia’s Kursk region, 
President Volodymyr Zelensky claimed on Satur-
day.
North Korean regular troops entered the war on 
Russia’s side in October. Kyiv and its western al-
lies initially estimated their numbers at above 
10,000.
In a post on X, Zelensky said that the soldiers had 
been brought to Kyiv and were communicating 
with the Ukraine’s security service. “As with all 
prisoners of war, these two North Korean soldiers 
are receiving the necessary medical assistance,” 
Zelensky said. He said that journalists would be 
given access to speak to them.
Kyiv says that North Korean troops are fighting 
in the Kursk region, where Ukraine launched an 
incursion in August. Kyiv says it still controls sev-
eral hundred square kilometres of territory there. 
Pyongyang has also been supplying Moscow with 
vast quantities of artillery shells, according to 
Kyiv and its western allies.
Ukraine had previously claimed it captured North 
Korean soldiers in combat, but that they had been 
badly wounded and died shortly afterward.

Denmark sent 
Trump team 

private messages on 
Greenland

COPENHAGEN: Denmark sent  pr ivate 
messages  to  US pres ident-elec t  Donald 
Trump’s  team express ing wi l l ingness  to 
discuss  boost ing secur ity  in  Greenland 
or  increas ing the  US mi l itar y  presence 
there  without  c laiming the  is land,  Axios 
repor ted on Saturday,  c it ing two sources .
Trump has  descr ibed US control  of  Green-
land,  a  semi-autonomous Danish terr ito-
r y,  as  an “absolute  necess ity”.  He did not 
dismiss  the  potent ia l  use  of  mi l itar y  or 
economic means ,  including tar i f fs  against 
Denmark.
Axios  said  that  the  Danish government 
wanted to  convince  Trump that  his  secu-
r ity  concerns  could be  addressed without 
c laiming Greenland.
Danish Pr ime Minister  Mette  Freder iksen 
said  earl ier  this  week that  she  had asked 
for  a  meet ing with Trump,  but  did  not  ex-
pect  it  to  happen before  his  inaugurat ion. 
Greenland Pr ime Minister  Mute  Egede 
said  he  was  ready to  speak with Trump, 
but  urged respect  for  the  is land’s  inde-
pendence aspirat ions .

HOSSEIN Salami (standing left), the head of Iran’s Revolutionary Guard, and Amir Ali Hajizadeh, head of the 
Guard’s air force, visit an underground missile base in an undisclosed location in Iran, on Friday. Sri Lanka bowlers 

skittle New 
Zealand in 

140-run victory
AUCKLAND: (News Desk) Sri Lanka razed New Zea-
land’s top-order Saturday to comfortably win the third 
one-day international in Auckland by 140 runs and 
salvage a lone victory in the series.
The home side’s hopes of chasing down Sri Lanka’s 
290-8 nosedived when they crumbled to 21-5 at Eden 
Park, before being dismissed for 150 off 29.4 overs.
Sri Lanka rebounded after suffering heavy defeats in 
the first two games to cede the three-match series.
It mirrored the pattern of the preceding T20 series, 
which New Zealand also won 2-1.
Sri Lanka captain Charith Asalanka was pleased his 
side could show what they are capable of.
“I think it’s always great to make comeback like this 
but unfortunately, we lost first two of both series,” he 
said. “But today, this was a pleasure to watch.” The 
visitors were led by some lethal seam bowling from 
Asitha Fernando and Eshan Malinga, who claimed 
three wickets each, as did spinner Maheesh Theeksha-
na.
Fernando (3-26) was the chief destroyer with the new 
ball as New Zealand’s first five wickets tumbled inside 
the first seven overs.
The victory margin would have been greater, were it 
not for Mark Chapman’s 81 off 81 balls, the number 
three New Zealand batsman the last out when he was 
bowled by Theekshana (3-35).
No other New Zealander reached 20, with five of the 
top six dismissed for two runs or less. Earlier, injured 
opener Pathum Nissanka top-scored for Sri Lanka 
with 66 off 42 balls.Nissanka was on 50 off 31 balls 
when he retired hurt after suffering an apparent hip 
injury, having got his team off to a flying start at 66 
without loss in 10 overs.


