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Minsk, Belarus
President forever: Aleksandr Lukashenko, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
closest ally, swept to a seventh term as 
Belarusan president this week in a vote 
widely denounced as a sham. Only 
token opposition candidates were allowed in the race, with one 
purported rival saying he was running “alongside” the president 
not to defeat him, and another calling Lukashenko “the correct 
choice.” In the last election, in 2020, he faced a real  opponent: 
Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, who was recognized by the West as the 
rightful winner. Lukashenko stole that election, triggering large 
street protests followed by a brutal crackdown. This time, security 
forces prevented demonstrations. “Don’t use the word ‘election’ to 
describe this farce,” said Tikhanovskaya, who now lives in exile.

Goma, Congo
Rebels advance: In a major escalation of a  decades-long conflict, 
 Rwanda-backed M23 rebels announced this week they had seized 
the eastern Congo city of Goma. Hundreds of protesters in the 
capital, Kinshasa, attacked the embassies of Rwanda, France, 
and Belgium, demanding that foreign governments do something 
to oppose M23’s offensive. “They must tell Rwanda to stop this 
adventure,” protester Timothée Tshishimbi said. M23, which 
briefly occupied Goma in 2012, is one of dozens of armed groups 
fighting for control of resource-rich eastern Congo. The conflict 
has roots in Rwanda’s 1994  genocide—M23 says it is in eastern 
Congo to protect fellow  Tutsis—and has caused one of the world’s 
worst humanitarian crises. Gunfire and explosions continued for 
days in Goma, a trade hub where hundreds of thousands of people 
displaced by years of fighting have sought shelter. 

Rafah, Gaza
Fallout from U.S. aid freeze: Aid trucks 
ferrying food, water, and medicine into 
Gaza stopped at the border this week 
as humanitarian groups scrambled to 
determine what was permissible under 
a U.S.  foreign-aid freeze. Secretary 
of State Marco Rubio announced 
the blanket ban last week, throwing 
global charities that count on U.S. assistance into turmoil. Days 
later, Rubio softened the ban, adding a waiver for “lifesaving 
humanitarian assistance,” but aid workers said they could not 
resume work without explicit direction. One group said it halted 
water deliveries because the waiver mentioned food but not water. 
The freeze also hit assistance to allies like Ukraine and Taiwan, as 
well as programs to clear land mines and fight human trafficking.

Bangkok
Same-sex marriage at last: Two hundred 
same-sex couples got married at a Bang-
kok luxury mall last week on the day 
Thai land’s  marriage- equality law took 
effect. Thousands of others wed in cities 
across the country. “It’s the happiest 
day of my life,” Pisit Sirihiranchai said 
after marrying his partner of five years. 
“We are now a complete family.” The 
legislation was passed by the country’s 
parliament and endorsed by the king last year, making Thailand 
the first country in southeast Asia to embrace marriage equality 
after a two- decade push by activists. 

Taipei, Taiwan
General accused in Chinese plot: A retired Taiwanese general was 
charged last week with plotting to form an “armed organization” 
to help Chinese forces invade the island nation. Prosecutors said 
Kao An-kuo and co- conspirators received $300,000 from Beijing 
for “scouting” and recruiting other former military personnel. He 
was “trained and entrusted” with Taiwan’s security, the Taiwan 
High Prosecutors Office said in a statement. “He should have had 
strong loyalty to the nation, but for personal gain, he failed.” Kao’s 
girlfriend and four other former soldiers also were charged in the 
alleged plot. Prosecutors said members of the group traveled to 
China several times, separately and together, from 2018 to 2024, 
to meet with Chinese military officials, who gave them money and 
instructions. U.S. intelligence says China could invade Taiwan, a 
self-ruling island it considers a rogue province, as soon as 2027. 

Prayagraj, India
Deadly stampede: A huge crowd trampled Hindu pilgrims 
sleeping on a riverbank at India’s Kumbh Mela religious festival 
this week, killing at least 30 people and injuring dozens. “There 
was no chance for escape, there was pushing from all sides,” one 

survivor told the Press Trust of India. The 
massive festival, held every 12 years, draws 
millions of Hindus to bathe at the confluence 
of the sacred Ganges and Yamuna rivers. 
This year, after heavy promotion by Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist 
government, organizers expected a record 
450 million people over six weeks, and some 
90 million people were present the day of 
the stampede. Indian religious events have 

a history of such tragedies, but this time authorities had spent 
two years planning ways to avoid a crush. Some 50,000 security 
personnel were on site to monitor and direct crowd movement.
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