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NEW DELHI — A fire
ripped through a popular
nightclub in India’s Goa
state, killing 25 people, in-
cluding tourists, the state’s
chief minister said Sunday.

The blaze occurred just
past midnight in Arpora vil-
lage in North Goa, a party
hub about 15 miles from the
state capital, Panaji.

Goa’s chief minister,
Pramod Sawant, said most
of the dead were the club’s
kitchen workers, as well as
three or four tourists. Six
people were injured and are
stable, he said. All the bodies
have been recovered.

The fire was caused by a
gas cylinder blast and has
been extinguished, the
Press Trust of India news
agency reported, quoting

police. Witnesses told the
news agency that the fire be-
gan on the club’s first floor,
where nearly 100 patrons,
mostly tourists, were on the
dance floor. In the ensuing
chaos, several rushed to the
kitchen below and got
trapped along with staff, it
said.

Fatima Shaikh said the
commotion began as flames
erupted, according to the
news agency. “We rushed out
of the club only to see that
the entire structure was up
in flames,” she said.

The nightclub, along the
Arpora River backwaters,
had a narrow entry and exit
that forced the firefighters
to park their tankers about
1,300 feet away, delaying the
efforts, the news agency
said.

Sawant said the club had
violated fire safety regula-

tions. The state government
ordered an inquiry to deter-
mine the exact cause of the
fire and responsibility, he
said. Authorities would take
action against the club man-
agement and officials who

allowed it to operate despite
the violations, Sawant said.

Village council official
Roshan Redkar told the
Press Trust of India that au-
thorities had earlier issued a
demolition notice for the

club, which didn’t have a
construction permit from
the government, but that
higher officials had rolled
back the order.

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in a social media post
called the fire “deeply sad-
dening” and said he spoke
with Sawant. 

Modi said the govern-
ment “is providing all pos-
sible assistance” while offer-
ing condolences to the vic-
tims’ families.

Rahul Gandhi, leader of
the opposition Congress
party, wrote in a social me-
dia post: “This is not just an
accident; it is a criminal fail-
ure of safety and govern-
ance.” 

He called for a transpar-
ent investigation to “fix ac-
countability and ensure
such preventable tragedies
don’t occur again.”

25 killed in blaze at nightclub in India’s Goa state 
associated press

GOA’S chief minister said the club had violated fire
safety rules. A gas cylinder blast preceded the blaze.
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MEXICO CITY — The
number of victims killed in
an explosion outside a police
station in the western Mexi-
can state of Michoacán over
the weekend has risen to
five, the attorney general’s
office said Sunday.

Twelve others remained
hospitalized after Satur-
day’s explosion, according to
the office.

The blast happened at
midday in the center of the
town of Coahuayana, on the

coast of Michoacán, a state
where numerous criminal
groups operate, including
the powerful Jalisco New
Generation cartel. It’s also
where the government re-
cently launched a major se-
curity operation against on-
going violence.

The state prosecutor’s of-
fice said the vehicle that ex-
ploded was a pickup truck
and that the remains of two
people were found at the
scene. Authorities said three
of those killed and five of
those injured were members
of a community police force.

One of the people who
died at the scene was the
driver of the truck that ex-
ploded, authorities have
said.

The use of explosives —
dropped from drones, bur-
ied like mines or hidden
along roads — has been an
increasingly common tech-
nique used by criminal
groups in the region, al-
though it is not typical for
them to be placed in cars.

According to Héctor
Zepeda, commander of the
community police, the ex-
plosion was so powerful that

human remains were scat-
tered throughout the area.

The police force is one of
several that formed more
than a decade ago during a
civilian self-defense move-
ment to fight the cartels.
The community police
forces were later formalized
by the state, although in
some areas they had been in-
filtrated by criminals.

The explosion happened
while the state governor, Al-
fredo Ramírez Bedolla, was
participating in a public
event with President Clau-
dia Sheinbaum in Mexico

City to celebrate seven years
of government by the ruling
Morena party.

Ramírez Bedolla and
Sheinbaum have been criti-
cized for the deteriorating
security situation in Mi-
choacán. For two decades,
various organized crime
groups have fought for con-
trol of the territory because
Michoacán is a gateway for
chemical precursors used in
the manufacture of syn-
thetic drugs. They also have
another lucrative business:
extortion.

At least three of the six

drug cartels that the Trump
administration has desig-
nated as terrorist organiza-
tions operate in Michoacán,
in addition to a slew of home-
grown armed splinter
groups, some supported by
the Sinaloa cartel.

Last month, Sheinbaum
sent 2,000 troops — in addi-
tion to 4,300 permanent ones
and 4,000 in neighboring
states — to Michoacán after
the killings of an outspoken
representative of lime grow-
ers and a popular mayor
known for standing up to the
cartels.

Death toll reaches 5 after blast outside Mexican police station
associated press

BETHLEHEM, West
Bank — For the last two
Christmases, John Juka’s
family restaurant looked
about the same as any busi-
ness in Bethlehem: closed
and eerily empty.

But on Saturday evening,
it bustled with families and
was illuminated by strings of
red lights, a hopeful change
in the Palestinian city that’s
been reeling since war broke
out in Gaza.

Christmas celebrations
are slowly returning to the
traditional birthplace of Je-
sus in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank town.

While a shaky ceasefire
holds in the Gaza Strip, Pal-
estinians hope the festivities
are a step toward a more
peaceful future in a region
shaken by tragedy.

“It’s not like it was before
the war,” 30-year-old Juka
said. “But it’s like life is com-
ing back again.”

Muslim-majority
city hosts pilgrims 

Tourism and religious
pilgrims have long been a
prime economic engine for
Bethlehem. Around 80% of
the Muslim-majority city’s
residents live off it, accord-
ing to the local government.

Those earnings spread
out to communities across
the West Bank, a territory

long marked by economic
precarity.

“When we have 10,000 visi-
tors and pilgrims sleeping in
Bethlehem, that means the
butcher is working, the
supermarket is working and
everybody is working,” said
Bethlehem Mayor Maher
Nicola Canawati. “There’s a
ripple effect.”

That economic lifeline
vanished when war broke
out in Gaza after Hamas-led
militants attacked southern
Israel on Oct. 7, 2023, killing
about 1,200 people and tak-
ing around 250 hostages.
Bethlehem’s authorities
canceled major Christmas
celebrations during Israel’s
retaliatory offensive in
Gaza, whose Health Min-
istry has reported more than
70,000 Palestinians killed.

At the same time, Israel’s
military scaled up opera-
tions in the West Bank, in-
cluding communities near
Bethlehem.

The unemployment rate
in the city jumped from 14%
to 65%, the mayor said. 

Poverty soared, and
about 4,000 people left in
search of work.

A United Nations report
last month said the West
Bank is going through its
most severe economic
downturn on record, citing
the ongoing Israeli military
operations.

Now Bethlehem resi-
dents seek a comeback.

“The decision we took
was to reignite the spirit of
Christmas and to reignite
hope,” the mayor said. “I
think this sends a great
message to the whole world
that we Palestinians love life
and we are eagerly looking
forward to a peaceful solu-

tion.”
On Saturday, crowds

lined with heavily armed po-
lice cheered after a prayer
calling for peace, and fathers
hoisted children onto their
shoulders as a towering
Christmas tree lighted up
Manger Square, near the
site where Christians believe
Jesus was born.

For families like Juka’s
that struggled to keep busi-
nesses afloat during the war,
the sight of the crowds felt
like a deep exhale after years
of uncertainty.

The family opened the
restaurant serving tradi-
tional Palestinian food in
1979. As many businesses in
Bethlehem buckled during
the latest war, the family
wondered how long they

could hang on.
In August, as ceasefire

negotiations picked up mo-
mentum, Juka said he began
to see visitors walking the
streets, and his family de-
cided to reopen. “Tourists fi-
nally feel safe to come back,”
he said. “We’re hopeful that
we might see peace in our fu-
ture.”

In November, tourist vis-
its to the city reached the
highest levels since the war
began, Canawati said, and
reservations suggest that
hotels will have around 70%
occupancy during Christ-
mas.

Still, few among the hun-
dreds of people gathered in
Bethlehem’s square were
foreign tourists, and resi-
dents said celebrations were

nowhere near the size they
used to be.

West Bank tensions
casting a pall

Another West Bank resi-
dent, 29-year-old Issa Mon-
tas, said tensions in the terri-
tory have cast a pall over the
holiday celebration.

Although Bethlehem has
long been a religious haven
of relative calm, violence and
military raids have been oc-
curring regularly nearby. Is-
rael’s military has said it is
cracking down on militants
in the West Bank and re-
sponding to aggression.

On Saturday, Israel’s mil-
itary said its forces shot
dead two Palestinian men
who it said tried to ram sol-

diers with their vehicle at a
security checkpoint in He-
bron, south of Bethlehem.
Palestinian health author-
ities confirmed at least one
of their deaths.

Military checkpoints
have turned commutes into
sometimes daylong endeav-
ors. Montas, who paints
homes in Jerusalem for a liv-
ing, said he traveled six
hours from his home in Ra-
mallah, less than 20 miles
away, to reach Bethlehem.

At the same time, Israeli
settler attacks on Palestin-
ians in the West Bank have
reached the highest levels
since the United Nations hu-
manitarian office started
collecting data in 2006, peak-
ing in recent months.

Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu,
whose government is domi-
nated by far-right propo-
nents of the settler move-
ment, has said the perpetra-
tors are “a handful of ex-
tremists.”

Montas spoke with frus-
tration. “I see a lot of vi-
olence, but no one can stop
them; not even the Israeli
army or police can control
them. They allow them to do
this,” he said. “It just feels
like whatever I say, it will be
useless because no one
cares.”

Still, he expressed cau-
tious hope Saturday as chil-
dren ran through packs of
street vendors, and a mix of
Christmas and Arabic music
played. “This [celebration]
is not just for us. It’s for ev-
eryone. Christian, Jewish,
Muslims,” he said. “This
Christmas is for everyone.”

Janetsky writes for the
Associated Press.

After 2 years, Christmas returns to Bethlehem
About 80% of the
residents depend on
tourists and pilgrims
for their livelihoods.

By Megan Janetsky

PALESTINIANS in Bethlehem light a Christmas tree on Saturday in Manger
Square. The festivities had been put on hold for two years by the war in Gaza. 
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TEL AVIV — Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu said Sunday
that Israel and Hamas are
“very shortly expected to
move into the second phase
of the ceasefire,” after the
militant group returns the
remains of the last hostage
held in Gaza.

Netanyahu spoke during
a news conference with visit-
ing German Chancellor
Friedrich Merz and empha-
sized that the second phase,

which addresses the disarm-
ing of Hamas and the with-
drawal of Israeli troops from
Gaza, could begin as soon as
the end of the month.

Hamas has yet to hand
over the remains of Ran
Gvili, a 24-year-old police of-
ficer who was killed in the
Hamas-led Oct. 7, 2023, at-
tack that sparked the war.
His body was taken to Gaza.

The ceasefire’s second
stage also includes the de-
ployment of an international
force to secure Gaza and the
formation of a temporary
Palestinian government to
run day-to-day affairs under
the supervision of an inter-
national board to be led by
President Trump.

A senior Hamas official
on Sunday told the Associ-
ated Press the group is ready
to discuss “freezing or stor-
ing or laying down” its weap-
ons as part of the ceasefire in

a possible approach to one of
the most difficult issues
ahead.

Netanyahu said few peo-
ple believed the ceasefire’s
first stage could be achieved,
and the second phase is just
as challenging.

“As I mentioned to the
chancellor, there’s a third
phase, and that is to deradi-
calize Gaza, something that
also people believed was im-
possible. But it was done in
Germany, it was done in
Japan, it was done in the gulf
states. It can be done in
Gaza too, but of course
Hamas has to be disman-
tled,” he said.

The return of Gvili’s re-
mains — and Israel’s return
of the bodies of 15 Palestin-
ians — would complete the
first phase of the 20-point
U.S. ceasefire plan.

Hamas says it has not
been able to reach all re-

mains because they are bur-
ied under rubble left by Isra-
el’s two-year offensive in
Gaza. Israel has accused the
militants of stalling and
threatened to resume mili-
tary operations or withhold
humanitarian aid if all re-
mains are not returned.

A group of families of hos-
tages said in a statement
that “we cannot advance to
the next phase before Ran
Gvili returns home.”

Meanwhile, Israeli mili-
tary Chief of Staff Lt. Gen.
Eyal Zamir on Sunday called
the so-called yellow line that
divides the Israeli-con-
trolled majority of Gaza
from the rest of the territory
a “new border.”

“We have operational
control over extensive parts
of the Gaza Strip and we will
remain on those defense
lines,” Zamir said. “The yel-
low line is a new border line,

serving as a forward defen-
sive line for our communities
and a line of operational ac-
tivity.”

Merz said Germany, one
of Israel’s closest allies, is as-
sisting with the implemen-
tation of the second phase
by sending officers and di-
plomats to a U.S.-led civilian
and military coordination
center in southern Israel
and humanitarian aid to
Gaza.

The chancellor also said
Germany still believes that a
two-state solution is the best
possible solution to the Isra-
el-Palestinian crisis but that
“the German federal govern-
ment remains of the opinion
that recognition of a Pal-
estinian state can only come
at the end of such a process,
not at the beginning.”

The U.S.-drafted plan for
Gaza leaves the door open to
Palestinian independence.

Netanyahu has long as-
serted that creating a Pal-
estinian state would reward
Hamas and eventually lead
to an even larger Hamas-run
state on Israel’s borders. 

Netanyahu also said that
while he would like to visit
Germany, he hasn’t planned
a diplomatic trip because he
is concerned about an arrest
warrant issued by the Inter-
national Criminal Court, the
United Nations’ top war
crimes court, in connection
with Israel’s war in Gaza.

Germany had a tempo-
rary ban on exporting mili-
tary equipment to Israel,
which was lifted after the
ceasefire began Oct. 10.

Meanwhile, the Israeli
military said it killed a mili-
tant who approached its
troops across the yellow line.

Gaza’s Health Ministry
says that Israeli forces have
killed more than 370 Pal-
estinians since the start of
the ceasefire and that the
bodies of six people killed in
attacks had been brought to
hospitals over the last day. 

In the Hamas-led attack
in 2023, the militants killed
around 1,200 people and
took about 250 others
hostage. Almost all the hos-
tages or their remains have
been returned in ceasefires
or other deals.

Israel’s offensive in Gaza
has killed at least 70,360 Pal-
estinians, according to
Gaza’s Health Ministry,
which operates under the
Hamas-run government.
The ministry does not differ-
entiate between civilians
and combatants in its count,
but says that nearly half the
dead have been women and
children. The ministry is
part of Gaza’s Hamas gov-
ernment and its numbers
are considered reliable by
the U.N. and other interna-
tional bodies.

Lidman and Grieshaber
write for the Associated
Press and reported from Tel
Aviv and Berlin,
respectively.

Netanyahu says ceasefire’s second phase will begin soon 

Next stage involves
disarming Hamas and
pulling Israeli soldiers
out of Gaza Strip.
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