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80,000
tourists visited Antarctica in 2024, 
according to a tour operators’ association 

 LR:  Light Rain  HR:  Heavy Rain  LS:  Light Snow 
 TDS: Thundershower  LC:  Light Cloud  SNY:  Sunny

GLOBAL
WEATHER

Beijing 21 1 SNY
Colombo 28 24 SNY
Dhaka 31 19 SNY
Dubai 26 21 SNY
Houston 31 19 TDS
Istanbul 33 21 SNY
London 13 9 SNY

Los Angeles  20  12 SNY
Melbourne  26   15 LC
Moscow  4   2 SNY
New York   7 2 SNY
Singapore  28 25 TDS
Toronto 1  -5 SNY
Washington  3  -2 SNY
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ZURICH

A former passenger on a 
cruise ship stricken by a 
deadly hantavirus outbreak 
is being treated in a Zurich 
hospital having tested posi-
tive for the disease, Swiss 
authorities said on Wednes-
day. The man and his wife, 
both Swiss nationals, re-
turned to Switzerland, hav-
ing left the MV Hondius at 
the Atlantic Ocean island 
of  Saint Helena, the Swiss 
health ministry told AFP. 
“One person has tested pos-
itive for hantavirus in Swit-
zerland,” said a ministry 
statement.

A medical plane that left 
Cape Verde following the 
evacuation of  a cruise ship 
hit by the hantavirus landed 
in Spain’s Canary Islands 

on Wednesday, while a sec-
ond flight headed for the 
Netherlands. Downplaying 
fears over the deadly out-
break aboard the MV Hon-
dius, World Health Organiza-
tion chief  Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus insisted it was 
not comparable to the Covid 
pandemic.

As the WHO said emer-
gency crews had evacuated 
three people from the ship, 
experts confirmed the ver-
sion of  the virus detected 
aboard the Hondius is a rare 
strain that can be transmit-
ted between humans.

Two sick crew members 
and another person who 
had been in contact with 
one of  the confirmed cases 
were taken from the ship, 
which was moored off  Cape 
Verde, the WHO said.

They later boarded flights 
at the airport in Cape 
Verde’s capital Praia. Plane 
tracker FlightRadar24 indi-
cated one had taken off  
bound for Amsterdam, 
where it was due to land at 
1730 GMT. The other flight, 
a medical transport plane, 
landed at Las Palmas in 
Spain’s Canary Islands on 
Wednesday afternoon, an 
AFP journalist saw.

It has not been specified 
who was on the planes.

Health officials played 
down fears of  a wider glo-
bal outbreak from the vi-
rus, which is less conta-
gious than Covid.

UN health agency chief  
Tedros told AFP it was not 
like the Covid-19 pandemic, 
adding: “The risk to the rest 
of  the world is low.” AFP

HANTAVIRUS 

Man tests positive in Zurich, WHO 
rejects Covid-19 comparison 

LONDON 

BRITISH voters will cast ballots Thursday in elections 
that could hasten the end of  Prime Minister Keir 
Starmer’s troubled term and confirm that an increas-
ingly fractured United Kingdom has entered an era of  
messy multiparty politics. Starmer’s center-left La-
bour Party is expected to take a battering in elections 
for local authorities across England and for semiau-
tonomous legislatures in Scotland and Wales.

With the prime minister’s popularity in the dol-
drums from a weak economy and repeated questions 
about his judgment, rival parties are framing Thurs-
day’s votes as a referendum on Starmer and his 2-year-
old government. “Vote Reform, Get Starmer Out” is 
the campaign slogan of  the hard-right party Reform 
UK. The next national election does not have to be held 
until 2029, but a wipeout on Thursday could tip a res-
tive Labour Party into revolt against its unpopular 
leader. Less than two years after winning a landslide 
election victory, “Keir Starmer has become a vessel for 
people’s disappointment (and) disillusionment,” said 
Luke Tryl of  pollster More in Common.

Starmer’s popularity has plunged after repeated 
missteps since he became prime minister in July 2024. 
His government has struggled to deliver promised eco-
nomic growth, repair tattered public services and ease 
the cost of  living - tasks made harder by the US-Israeli 
war with Iran, which has choked off  oil shipments. 

The prime minister has been further hurt by his 
disastrous decision to appoint Peter Mandelson, a 
scandal-tarnished friend of  Jeffrey Epstein, as ambas-
sador to Washington.  Forecasters suggest Labour will 
lose well over half  of  the 2,500 seats it is defending on 
English local councils. It is expected to lose votes to 
parties on both left and right - especially to the Green 
Party and Reform UK.  AP 

Starmer faces 
leadership test as UK 

votes in key local polls

UK police launch team to combat antisemitism
London: The Metropolitan Police on Wednesday launched 
a dedicated Community Protection Team made up of an 

initial tranche of 100 extra officers to tackle rising 
antisemitic hate crimes in London. The new team brings 

together neighbourhood policing, specialist protection and 
counter-terrorism capabilities to provide a “more visible, 

intelligence-led and coordinated” presence focused on 
protecting Jewish communities across London

E X P R E S S  R E A D

BEIJING

CHINA’S Foreign Minister Wang Yi said Beijing would 
play a “greater role” in ending hostilities in the Mid-
dle East during talks with his Iranian counterpart on 
Wednesday, a week before President Donald Trump is 
to meet Xi Jinping.

China is a key customer for Iranian oil, defying sanc-
tions imposed by the United States, and is directly af-
fected by the blockage of  the Strait of  Hormuz bordered 
by Iran. Beijing has quietly engaged in efforts to re-
solve the weekslong crisis and its diplomacy is credited 
with playing an important role in the ceasefire between 
Washington and Tehran.

China “will work harder to ease tensions and end the 
fighting, continue to support the launch of  peace talks, 
and play a greater role in restoring peace and tranquil-
ity to the Middle East”, Wang told Iran’s Abbas Aragh-
chi. “China considers that a complete cessation of  fight-
ing must be achieved without delay, that it is even more 
unacceptable to restart hostilities, and that continuing 
to negotiate remains essential,” Wang said. AFP

China eyes greater
role in peace push 

US, IRAN CLOSING IN ON DEAL: REPORT 
AMERICAN OFFICIALS TELL AXIOS AN AGREEMENT TO END WAR IS WITHIN REACH

WASHINGTON

THE United States and Iran ap-
peared to be moving closer 
Wednesday to an initial agreement 
to end the war, as U.S. President 
Trump sought to pressure Tehran 
with threats of  a new wave of  
bombing if  a deal is not reached.

Trump posted on social media 
that the two-month war could soon 
end and that oil and natural gas 
shipments disrupted by the conflict 
could restart. But he said that de-
pends on Iran accepting a reported 
agreement that the president did 
not detail. “If  they don’t agree, the 
bombing starts,” Trump wrote.

Trump made his latest com-
ments after he suspended a short-
lived US effort to force open a safe 
passage for commercial ships 
through the Strait of  Hormuz, a 
vital waterway through which 
major oil and gas supplies, ferti-
lizer and other petroleum prod-
ucts passed before the war.

The White House believes it is 
near an agreement with Iran on a 
one-page memorandum to end the 
war, according to reporting by Ax-
ios. There is not an agreement yet, 
but the provisions include a mora-
torium on Iranian uranium en-
richment, lifting of  US sanctions, 
distribution of  frozen Iranian 
funds and opening the strait for 
ships. The White House did not 
immediately respond to questions 
about the possible agreement.

Trump said in his social media 
post that it was “perhaps a big as-
sumption” that Iran would agree 
to the terms being offered by the 
United States.

“If  they don’t agree, the bomb-

ing starts, and it will be, sadly, at a 
much higher level and intensity 
than it was before,” Trump said. A 
shaky ceasefire between the US 
and Tehran has largely held since 
it began April 8. 

Pakistan hosted in-person talks 
last month between Iran and a US 
delegation led by Vice President 
JD Vance, but the talks failed to 
result in a deal. Hundreds of  mer-
chant ships remain bottled up in 
the Persian Gulf, unable to reach 
the open sea without passing 
through the Strait of  Hormuz.

The US said it had opened a safe 
shipping lane through the strait 
Monday and sunk six small Irani-
an boats that had threatened com-
mercial ships. But Trump an-
nounced Tuesday he was pausing 
the effort, dubbed Project Free-
dom, to see whether an agreement 
with Tehran on ending the war 
could be reached. A cargo contain-
er ship operated by the CMA GGM 
Group was damaged, and multiple 
crew members were wounded 
when it came under attack while 
transiting the strait Tuesday, the 
French shipping company said 
without providing details. It said 
the injured crew members were 
taken off  the ship and are receiv-
ing medical treatment.

Oil prices and shipping will not 
likely return to normal until the 
risk of  attacks in the strait has re-
ceded, said Kaho Yu, head of  en-
ergy and resources at risk intelli-
gence company Verisk Maplecroft.  
“Refiners, shippers and commod-
ity traders will remain cautious 
until there is clearer evidence that 
Hormuz disruptions will not re-
escalate,” he said.   Agencies

France moves aircraft carrier toward Hormuz  
Paris: France’s aircraft carrier the Charles de Gaulle was on Wednesday 
heading towards the southern Red Sea to pre-position for a possible 
mission to restore navigation in the Strait of Hormuz, the presidency 
and defence ministry said. The move was intended to send “a signal 
that not only are we ready to secure the Strait of Hormuz but that we 
are also capable of doing so”, one of the aides to President Emmanuel 
Macron told reporters. The French effort is distinct from the US “Project 
Freedom” mission, launched on Sunday and paused by US President 
Donald Trump on Tuesday evening

France’s aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle heading towards the southern Red Sea to 
pre-position for a possible mission to restore navigation in Strait of Hormuz |  AFP


