
SYDNEY: Australia’s lead-
ers agreed Monday to toughen
gun laws after attackers killed
15 people at a Jewish festival
on Bondi Beach, the worst
mass shooting in decades
decried as antisemitic “terror-
ism” by authorities. 

Dozens fled the tourist
hotspot in panic as a father
and son fired into crowds
packing the Sydney beach for
the start of Hanukkah on
Sunday evening.

A 10-year-old girl, a

Holocaust survivor and a local
rabbi were among those
killed, while 42 others were
rushed to hospital with gun-
shot wounds and other
injuries. 

Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese convened a meeting
of the leaders of Australia’s
states and territories in
response Monday, agreeing
with them “to strengthen gun
laws across the nation”.

Albanese’s office said they
had agreed to look into ways

to improve background
checks for firearm owners, bar
non-nationals from obtaining
gun licenses and limit the
types of weapons that are
legal.

Mass shootings have been
rare in Australia since a lone
gunman killed 35 people in
the tourist town of Port Arthur
in 1996, which led to sweep-
ing reforms that were long
seen as a gold standard world-
wide.

Those included a gun buy-
back scheme, a national
firearms register and a crack-
down on the ownership of
semi-automatic weapons.

But Sunday’s shootings
have raised fresh questions on
how the father and son —
who public broadcaster ABC
reported had possible links to
the Islamic State group —
obtained the weapons.

Police are still unravelling
what drove the shootings,
although authorities have said
it targeted the nation’s Jews.

Albanese called it “an act of
pure evil, an act of anti-
semitism, an act of terrorism
on our shores”.

A string of antisemitic
attacks has spread fear among

Australia’s Jewish communi-
ties following the October 7,
2023, Hamas assault on Israel
and the ensuing war in Gaza.

The Australian government
this year accused Iran of
orchestrating a recent wave of
antisemitic attacks and
expelled Tehran’s ambassador
nearly four months ago. 

But Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu accused
Australia’s government of
“pouring oil on the fire of anti-
semitism” in the months lead-
ing up to the shooting, refer-
ring to a letter he sent to
Albanese following
Canberra’s announcement that
it would recognise Palestinian
statehood in August.

Other world leaders
expressed revulsion, with US
President Donald Trump con-
demning the “antisemitic
attack”.

The gunmen opened fire on
an annual celebration that
drew more than 1,000 people
to the beach to mark the
Jewish festival.

They took aim from a raised
boardwalk looking over the
beach, packed with swimmers
cooling off on the steamy
summer evening.—AFP
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BEIJING: China’s foreign
minister has pressed the
Gulf Cooperation Council to
conclude long-running talks
on a free trade agreement
with China, attributing the
urgency to rising protection-
ism and unilateralism as free
trade comes “under attack”,
according to a Monday
statement from the ministry.

Chinese Foreign Minister
Wang Yi is on a three-nation
tour in the Middle East that
began in the United Arab
Emirates and is expected to
end in Jordan. He met GCC
Secretary-General Jasem
Mohamed Albudaiwi in
Riyadh on Sunday, when he
also met top Saudi officials
separately.

“The talks have lasted for
more than 20 years, and
conditions for all aspects are
basically mature, it is time
to make a final decision,” he
said during a meeting with
Albudaiwi, according to the
Chinese foreign ministry.

A successful FTA will
send a “strong signal to the
world about defending mul-
tilateralism,” Wang said,
adding that China was sup-
portive of the bloc strength-
ening its strategic autonomy
and coordination, and
advancing its integration
process.

China has interests in
deepening cooperation in
economy, trade, investment
and other fields with the
GCC as well, Wang said.

China and Saudi Arabia
agreed to closer communi-
cation and coordination on
regional and international
issues, with Beijing lauding
Riyadh’s role in Middle
East diplomacy and securi-
ty, other statements follow-
ing a meeting between the
nations’ foreign ministers
showed.

Wang’s meeting with
Saudi Arabia’s Foreign
Minister Prince Faisal bin
Farhan Al-Saud also took

place on Sunday in the
Saudi capital. A joint state-
ment published by China’s
official news agency Xinhua
did not elaborate on the
issues where the two coun-
tries would strengthen coor-
dination, but mentioned
China’s support for Saudi
Arabia and Iran enhancing
their relations as well as
support from both sides for
the “comprehensive and just
settlement” of the
Palestinian issue.

“(China) appreciates
Saudi Arabia’s leading role
and efforts to achieve
regional and international
security and stability,” said
the statement released on
Monday.

Wang told his Saudi coun-
terpart that China regarded
Saudi Arabia as a “priority
for Middle East diplomacy”
and an important partner in
global diplomacy, a Chinese
foreign ministry statement
on Monday said.—Reuters

China urges Gulf
nations to seal free
trade agreement

WASHINGTON: The
United States said Monday it
offered strong, NATO-like
security guarantees to
Ukraine and voiced confi-
dence that Russia would
accept, in what Washington
said would be a break-
through in ending the war.

US officials described
hours of talks in Berlin with
President Volodymyr
Zelensky as positive and
said President Donald
Trump would call both the
Ukrainian leader and
Europeans later Monday to
push forward the deal.

The US officials warned
Ukraine must also accept the
deal, which they said would
provide security guarantees
in line with NATO’s Article
Five - which calls an attack
on one ally an attack on all.

“The basis of that agree-
ment is basically to have
really, really strong guaran-
tees — Article Five like —
also a very, very strong
deterrence” in the size of
Ukraine’s military, a US
official said on condition of
anonymity.

“Those guarantees will not
be on the table forever.
Those guarantees are on the
table right now if there’s a
conclusion that’s reached in
a good way,” he said.

Trump has previously
ruled out a formal entry of
Ukraine into NATO and
sided with Russia in calling
Kyiv’s aspirations to the
alliance a reason for the
2022 invasion by Moscow.

But another US official
voiced confidence that
Russia would back the deal.

“I think the Ukrainians
would tell you, as would the
Europeans, that this is the
most robust set of security
protocols they have ever
seen. It is a very, very strong
package,” the second official
said.

“I think hopefully the
Russians are going to look at
it and say to themselves,
‘That’s OK because we have
no intention — we’re going
to take them at their word —
we have no intention of vio-
lating,” he said.

“But violations are going
to be addressed with the
securities package.”

The first official acknowl-
edged that there was no
agreement on territory.
Trump has called it
inevitable that Ukraine
would need to surrender ter-

ritory to Russia, an outcome
anathema to Zelensky after
his country’s defense of
nearly four years.

The first US official said
that the United States dis-
cussed with Zelensky the
idea of an “economic free
zone” in the area now con-
tested by militaries.

“We spent a lot of time
trying to define what that
would mean, how it oper-
ates. And then ultimately, if
we can get that defined, then
it will really be up to the par-
ties to work out the final
issues of sovereignty,” the
official said.

The talks in Berlin were
led by Steve Witkoff,
Trump’s business friend and
roving global negotiator, and
Jared Kushner, Trump’s
son-in-law.—AFP

US offers ‘NATO-like’ security to
Ukraine, expects Russia to accept

Australia to toughen gun laws as
it mourns deadly Bondi attack

HONG KONG: Hong
Kong pro-democracy media
tycoon Jimmy Lai was found
guilty on all three charges in
his national security trial on
Monday, convictions that
rights groups denounced as
the death knell for press free-
doms in the Chinese finan-
cial hub.

Prosecutors said Lai was
the mastermind behind two
conspiracies to ask foreign
countries to take action
against Hong Kong or
China, and accused him of
publishing material that
“excited disaffection”
against the government.

The 78-year-old, who
pleaded not guilty, faces up
to life in prison when he is
sentenced. He can appeal
against the convictions.

“There is no doubt that
(Lai) had harboured his
resentment and hatred of the
PRC,” Judge Esther Toh told
the court, referring to the
People’s Republic of China.

She said he had invited the
United States “to help bring
down” the Chinese govern-

ment, “with the excuse of
helping the people of HK”.

Lai is a British citizen, and
the UK government con-
demned his “politically moti-
vated prosecution” in a state-
ment that called for his
release. The media mogul,
wearing a light green cardi-
gan and grey jacket, listened
impassively as the verdicts
were read out.

He nodded to his wife
Teresa and his son Lai Shun-
yan in the public gallery as
he left the court, an AFP
reporter saw.

Defence lawyer Robert
Pang told reporters that Lai
was “in fine spirits” and that
they would need to read the
886-page verdict before
deciding on their next steps.

Lai’s other son Sebastien
urged Britain to “do more”
to help free his father.

“It’s time to put action
behind words and make my
father’s release a pre-condi-
tion to closer relationships
with China,” he told a press
conference in London.—
AFP
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Doctors in
England to

strike as
‘super flu’

surges
LONDON: Doctors in

England voted Monday to
go ahead with a five-day
strike starting this week in
the busy Christmas season
as a “super flu” outbreak
sweeps the country.

Prime Minister Keir
Starmer branded the move
“irresponsible” and said the
doctors had “lost the sympa-
thy” of the public and their
colleagues in the state-fund-
ed National Health Service
(NHS). 

So-called resident doctors
rejected a new pay offer
from the government and
will walk out from 7:00 am
(0700 GMT) on
Wednesday, the British
Medical Association
(BMA) announced.

The industrial action
comes as flu cases in hospi-
tals across England sit at a
record level for this time of
year.

NHS figures published
last Thursday showed that
the number of cases jumped
55 percent in a week to an
average of 2,660 patients in
hospital each day the previ-
ous week. 

The functioning of the
NHS is a major political
issue in Britain, with
Starmer’s beleaguered
Labour government under
pressure to bring down wait-
ing times.

The planned strike from
Wednesday will be the 14th
walkout by medics since
March 2023.

Attempts to reduce patient
waiting lists have been
affected in part by the
repeated industrial action by
both resident doctors and
consultants.

The resident doctors —
those below consultant level
— are in dispute with the
government over pay and a
shortage of training opportu-
nities.

The government in 2024
awarded the doctors a 28.9-
percent pay rise over the last
three years.

But the BMA, which rep-
resents resident doctors, is
demanding an extra 26 per-
cent it says is needed to
achieve pay restoration after
years of below-inflation pay
deals.—AFP

PARIS: The Louvre
closed its doors to thousands
of disappointed visitors on
Monday as staff launched a
rolling strike to protest
working conditions at the
Paris landmark, two months
after a shocking robbery.

Staff assembled outside
the museum’s world-famous
glass pyramid, blocking the
main entrance and holding
signs, as security agents
turned tourists away.

“The Louvre on strike,”
said a banner.

“All together all together,”
striking staff shouted. “Who
does the Louvre belong to?
To us!”

Workers are demanding

extra staff and measures to
tackle overcrowding, adding
to the woes of the world’s
most visited museum just as
France gears up for the
Christmas holidays.

“We are angry,” Elise
Muller, a security guard, told
reporters. “We disagree with
the way the Louvre has been
managed.”

The strike comes nearly
two months after the muse-
um was victim of an embar-
rassing daylight heist that
saw crown jewels worth
$102 million stolen.

A notice in the museum’s
courtyard said the Louvre
would remain closed on
Monday.

At a general meeting,
around 400 employees voted
unanimously to launch a
strike, which can be
renewed, to protest the
“deterioration” of working
conditions, the CGT and
CFDT unions said.

Another general meeting
was scheduled to take place
Wednesday. The museum is
closed on Tuesdays.

“I’m very disappointed,
because the Louvre was the
main reason for our visit in
Paris, because we wanted to
see the ‘Mona Lisa’,” said
37-year-old Minsoo Kim,
who had travelled from
Seoul with his wife for their
honeymoon.—AFP

Louvre Museum closed as
workers strike

LOS ANGELES:
Filmmaker Rob Reiner,
who directed beloved
movies like “When Harry
Met Sally ...” and his wife
were found dead of an
apparent homicide in their
Los Angeles home on
Sunday. Police arrested
their son, Nick Reiner, who
is being held on a $4 mil-
lion bond, according to jail

records.
Police said they found

two bodies at the Reiners’
home at 3:40 p.m. Pacific
Time in the Brentwood
neighborhood of Los
Angeles on Sunday, whom
they did not identify. Other
officials confirmed the vic-
tims were Reiner, 78, and
his wife Michele, 68.

Jail records show their

son was arrested on Sunday
and later booked into the
Los Angeles County jail.
The records showed he was
being held on a felony, but
did not contain any specific
information about the
charges.

Tributes poured in for
Reiner, who was also active
in politics, supporting liber-
al causes.—Reuters
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T U L K A R E M ,
(Palestinian Territories): The
Israeli army is to demolish
25 residential buildings in the
north West Bank’s Nur
Shams refugee camp later
this week, local authorities
told AFP on Monday.

Abdallah Kamil, governor
of the Tulkarem governorate
where Nur Shams is located,
told AFP he was informed of
the planned demolition by
the Israeli defence ministry
body COGAT.

COGAT, which is in
charge of coordinating civil-
ian affairs in the Israeli-occu-
pied Palestinian territories,
did not respond to AFP’s
requests for comment.

Faisal Salama, head of the
popular committee for
Tulkarem camp, which is
near Nur Shams, said the
demolition order would
affect 25 buildings holding
up to 100 family homes.

“We were informed by the
military and civil coordina-
tion that the occupation will
carry out the demolition of
25 buildings on December
18, Thursday,” he told
AFP.—AFP




