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China Rebukes Germany for Voyage
Through the Taiwan Strait

By Darren Maung
Vision Times

n Sept. 14, two German
warships sailed through
the Taiwan Strait, pro-

voking another warning from
Beijing over “security risks” in
the contested waters. Beijing said
that this move by Germany was
sending “the wrong signal.”

According to Voice of America
(VOA), citing South Korean navy
intelligence, the two ships — the
“Baden-Wurttemberg” and the
Frankfurt am Main — departed
from the city of Incheon in
South Korea on Sept. 10, cruis-
ing towards Manila in the Phil-
ippines. As such, they had to
pass through the Taiwan Strait,
already a sensitive location for
Beijing and other nations, where
even U.S. warships sail through
only “once every two months.”

A spokesperson for the German
Defence Ministry told VOA that
the ships would dock on Sept.
16, adding that, in compliance
with the United Nations (UN)
Convention on the Law of Sea,
details on their operations like
their ships’ routes would not be
revealed “in advance.”

“Under international maritime
law, it is quite normal that no
notification is required in inter-
national waters and that you can
navigate through these freely,”
a spokesperson for the German
Foreign Ministry said.

This transit marks the first

A sailor loosens the ropes of the Berlin-class replenishing ship A 1412 Frankfurt am Main of the German Navy (Bundesmarine)
as the ship leaves its home port Wilhelmshaven, northwestern Germany, for the Indo-Pacific Deployment, on May 7,2024. The
vessel is one of the largest ships of the German armed forces.

time in 22 years that a German
warship has sailed through the
highly-contested strait. The tra-
versal was part of the Indo-
Pacific Deployment (IPD) 2024,
a series of naval exercises and
global operations run by several
nations that started in May. The
exercises are expected to end in
December.

The German Navy named the
IPD “the most important” secu-
rity operation to bolster its defen-
sive power in the midst of Rus-
sia’s war in Ukraine.

Daniel Kochis, senior fellow
at Hudson Institute’s Center
on Europe and Eurasia, said
that the transit “should not be

understated,” as it shows “Ger-
man resolve in defense of free-
dom of navigation and Chinese
threats against Taiwan.”

Beijing reacts

“China’s role in supporting the
Russian war effort has helped
crystallize an understanding in
Europe that you cannot divorce
transatlantic security from that
of the Indo-Pacific,” Kochis
added.

Even before the transit was con-
firmed, Beijing had condemned
the move.

“We firmly oppose provoca-
tions and endangering China's
sovereignty and security under
the banner of ‘freedom of navi-

gation’,” Mao Ning said at a news
conference.

Predictably, exercising its claim
over the island of Taiwan and its
strait, China’s response to the tra-
versal was to rebuke Berlin, stat-
ing that it raised security risks.

“The German side’s behavior
increases security risks and sends
the wrong signal. Troops in the
theater are on high alert at all
times and will resolutely coun-
ter all threats and provocations,”
Beijing said in a statement.

Beijing has warned Germany
to not interfere in “the healthy
and stable development of bilat-
eral relations,” with the Chinese
embassy in Germany.

“The question of Taiwan is not
a matter of ‘freedom of naviga-
tion’, but of China’s sovereignty
and territorial integrity,” the
embassy said.

In defiance to China’s contin-
uous aggression, Taiwan had
affirmed its people’s choices for
their own futures. Last month,
the island government’s defense
ministry claimed that China does
not have the means to “fully”
invade Taiwan, saying the com-
munist regime lacks the equip-
ment to pull it off.

“The Democratic Progressive
Party authorities’ claims are
absurd and ridiculous,” Beijing
spokesperson Wu Qian said,
referring to Taiwan’s ruling
party. “The complete reunifica-
tion of the motherland is a his-
torical inevitability.”

Germany joins the fray

Ever since a North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO)
summit in Washington in July,
Berlin has increased its presence
in the Indo-Pacific to cooperate
with other NATO nations and
their Indo-Pacific allies, includ-
ing Japan, Australia, New Zea-
land and South Korea.

After the summit, Germany
partnered with the Japanese Air
Self-Defense Force (JASDF) to
perform joint aerial drills close
to the Chitose Air Base in the
Japanese main island of Hok-
kaido. German air forces con-
ducted many aerial drills from
June to August, flying alongside
their allies.

In August, Germany joined the
UN Command in South Korea,
hoping to defend the country
against North Korean aggres-
sion in the event of a war.

U.S. Fed Announces First Rate Cut Since 2020,
Lowering Interest by 0.5 Percent

By Vision Times Staff

he benchmark interest rate
T for lending is now 4.75 to

5 percent, following the
Federal Reserve’s long-awaited
announcement of a rate decrease
on Wednesday, Sept. 18.

After the Federal Open Mar-
ket Committee (FOMC) meet-
ing, held eight times a year,
the organization that serves as
America’s central bank unveiled
a 0.5-percent rate cut, bringing
benchmark interest down from
the previous 5.25-5.5 percent.

The recent economic
turbulencehasleftmanyin
uncertainty.Howeverthe
Federal Reserve remains
committed to stabilizing
inflationwhilepromoting
growth. The upcoming
policyadjustmentswillbe
crucial for fostering long-
term stability.

It’s the first time in four years
that the Fed has announced
a rate cut, after raising them
steadily following the onset of
the novel coronavirus pandemic
to July 2023. In April 2020, rates
were at just 0.05 percent, accord-
ing to Statista.

“Inflation has been easing
toward normal levels, which Fed
leaders expect to continue. But
they are also under pressure to
make sure high rates don’t slow
the job market even more than
it already has,” as described by
The Washington Post.
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“While some economists
believe the Fed could have
started cutting rates in July,
the next few months are criti-
cal as the central bank attempts
to bring the economy in for a
‘soft landing,” maintaining its
dual mandate of low inflation
and maximum unemployment
as it brings down rates,” The Hill
reported.

More rate cuts are expected to
follow in the next two years, with
the median interest rate likely to
drop to 4.1 percent in 2025 and
3.1 percent in 2026.

However, Fed Chair Jerome
Powell told a House committee
this July that near-zero interest
rates — of the kind that were in
place between the global finan-
cial crisis of 2009 up to the pan-
demic years — are vanishingly
unlikely to ever make a come-
back.

On Tuesday, the U.S. dollar
strengthened against most major
currencies in anticipation of the
Fed’s rate cut, as well as follow-
ing better-than-expected retail
sales data.

Commerce Department data
showed on Tuesday that U.S.
retail sales unexpectedly rose
0.1% in August, suggesting that
the economy remained on solid
footing through much of the
third quarter.
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China’s Workforce Crisis: Why Lawmakers
Are Pushing to Raise the Retirement Age

By Alina Wang | Vision Times

s China grapples with the
rapid aging of its popula-
tion, lawmakers are now

considering raising the country’s
retirement age in an attempt to
address mounting economic chal-
lenges.

But the proposal to delay retire-
ment, which was recently reviewed
by China’s top legislative body, has
sparked widespread debate and
anger. With concerns over youth
unemployment, a shrinking work-
force, and a pension system at risk of
running dry, China is facing an omi-
nous moment in its economic future.

A shrinking workforce

At the heart of this discussion
is the shifting demographic land-
scape in the country. Life expec-
tancy has risen significantly in
recent decades, reaching 78 years
as of 2021, and is projected to
exceed 80 years by 2050. Mean-
while, the working-age popu-
lation that supports retirees has
been shrinking, with each retiree
now supported by five workers —
a ratio that could drop to 2-to-1
by 2050.

This imbalance is putting enor-
mous pressure on China’s pen-
sion system, which, according to
the state-run Chinese Academy
of Sciences, may run out of funds
by 2035.

The retirement age in China is

among the lowest in the world,
set at 60 for men, 55 for women
in white-collar jobs, and 50 for
women in factory positions. In
comparison, many developed
countries have set their retirement
ages closer to 65. China’s current
policy was established when life
expectancy was much lower, and
now, with millions of people liv-
ing longer, the system is strained.

“Young people cannot
find jobs, middle-aged
peopleare worried
aboutbeing laid off,
and now thereis
another problem: the
elderly can't retire.”

“It is an inevitable choice for
China to adapt to the new normal
of population development,” said
Mo Rong, Director of the Chinese
Academy of Labour and Social Sci-
ences, as he reflected on the criti-
cal need for reform.

Pension deficits

To make matters worse, several
Chinese provinces are already
experiencing pension budget def-

icits. According to data from the
finance ministry, 11 of the 31
provincial-level jurisdictions are
running in the red. Extending
the retirement age could allevi-
ate some of this financial strain
by delaying pension payouts, while
also keeping older workers in the
labor force for a longer period.
But experts are also noting that
the solution comes with its own
set of challenges.

The Chinese Academy of Labor
and Social Sciences emphasized
that reform is urgent. National
health authorities have projected
that the number of citizens aged 60
and older will rise from 280 mil-
lion to over 400 million by 2035.
This rapid increase in the elderly
population is comparable to the
combined populations of Britain
and the U.S., underscoring the
sheer scale of the issue.

Meanwhile, the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) announced in
July that it would gradually raise
the retirement age, but the spe-
cifics of this plan remain under
review. Draft changes to the law
are expected to be made public for
feedback in the coming weeks, and
lawmakers are carefully consid-
ering the impact of these changes
on both the elderly and younger
job seekers.

Tension between
generations

One of the most prominent con-
cerns surrounding the reform

is the impact it could have on
an already struggling job mar-
ket. Youth unemployment has
become a pressing issue in China,
and many citizens fear that older
workers staying in their jobs longer
will only exacerbate the problem.
This sentiment has been echoed
widely on Chinese social media
platforms.

“Young people cannot find jobs,
middle-aged people are worried
about being laid off, and now there
is another problem: the elderly
can’t retire,” said one Weibo user
(a popular blogging site in China)
in response to the discussions in
Beijing.

While the public’s apprehen-
sion is understandable, experts
argue that the retirement reform
is unlikely to pit older workers
against young job seekers for the
same positions. “It’s a different set
of jobs that older people are going
to be keeping on, blue-collar and
white-collar jobs which will be
different to entry-level ones,” said
Stuart Gietel-Basten, professor of
Social Science and Public Policy at
the Hong Kong University of Sci-
ence and Technology.

Still, China’s economy, like
many others, has seen struc-
tural shifts in its job market. In
particular, with automation and
technology reducing the availabil-
ity of traditional blue-collar jobs.
This has left many young workers
struggling to find stable employ-
ment.

www.VisionTimes.com

The road ahead

Countries like Japan and South
Korea, which have also faced aging
populations, have successfully
raised their retirement ages to 65
and 63, respectively, in response
to rising life expectancies. These
countries offer potential models
for China to follow, though there
are significant differences in how
pension systems and employment
laws function across regions and
industries.

In China, the challenge is fur-
ther complicated by disparities
between rural and urban areas,
as well as among different prov-
inces. Migrant workers and those
engaged in gig work, for example,
often face inconsistent access to
pensions due to frequent move-
ment between jobs.

“When you look purely at life
expectancy, it should be raised, but
it’s got to be done in a fair way,”
said Gietel-Basten, adding, “Par-
ticularly if you are a migrant or
gig worker who has moved around
and may not get those years paid
in”

As China’s population continues
to age and its workforce shrinks,
reform is becoming increasingly
necessary. The balancing act
for lawmakers will be to imple-
ment these changes in a way that
addresses both the immediate eco-
nomic concerns and the broader
social implications, notes Mo.

China must “adapt to the new
normal of population develop-
ment,” he said. Whether through
gradual reforms or more drastic
measures, the country is at a cross-
roads, and how it navigates this
moment will shape its economic
future for decades to come.

How Does PDD Stack Up Against Other

By Casey Hall
Reuters

hares of China's biggest
S e-commerce companies -
Alibaba, JD.com and PDD
Holdings - were dumped earlier
this week on worries about pres-
sure on their margins after low-
price vendor PDD pledged to
invest more for offering discounts.
The three firms sell everything
from beauty products, household
items, electronics and food to hun-
dreds of millions of people each
month and are seen as barometers
of Chinese consumer sentiment.
But since 2021, as COVID-19
and a lackluster economic recov-
ery, combined with the prolonged
property market slump, ham-

mered consumer confidence in
China, the three have seen their
fortunes diverge.

The biggest winner over that
period in terms of revenue growth
and market capitalisation gains
has been PDD, which operates
discount focused platforms Pin-
duoduo for the domestic China
market and Temu internationally.

Belt-tightening consumers have
flocked to Pinduoduo's cheap elec-
tronics and affordable clothing
basics, as they substituted more
expensive items for unbranded
versions.

But this week, PDD's surprise
miss of analyst estimates for quar-
terly revenue (even after posting an
86% growth in revenue and beat-
ing profit estimates) was enough to
see some people question whether

even low-price consumption in
China was starting to suffer.

A $55 billion wipeout of PDD's
market cap followed when exec-
utives told a post-earnings call
that revenue growth and profits
would be harder to come by amid
increased competition at home
and the need to "resolutely invest"
in order to attract higher value
merchants.

"The domestic demand picture
will probably not change much in
the coming months," said M Sci-
ence analyst Vinci Zhang. "Despite
China's government saying that
they're committed to boosting
consumer spending...they are fail-
ing to address the core problem,
which is weak household income.”

Alibaba and JD.com too have
struggled to find significant rev-

Big China E-commerce Firms?

enue growth in recent quarters,
with a revenue base much higher
than PDD's. But they have, to
some extent, stemmed the mar-
ket share bleed in favor of Pindu-
oduo by focusing on value-for-
money offerings.

Although PDD's revenue is less
than half of Alibaba's and just
one third of JD.com's, PDD's lean
structure of relying heavily on
third-party vendors has allowed
it to enjoy better margins.

PDD's operating margin is the
highest at 34% among the three,
followed by Alibaba's 15% and
JD.com's 3%, as it has a compar-
atively small team of just 17,400
employees. By contrast, the Ali-
baba Group has a workforce of
around 200,000 and JD.com's
workforce stood at 517,000 includ-

ing 355,000 delivery personnel.

According to Jacob Cooke, CEO
of e-commerce consultancy WPIC
Marketing + Technologies, Pin-
duoduo's strength continues to
be focused on unbranded goods.
But low price alone might not be
enough to engender customer loy-
alty in an environment in which
everyone is now offering rock bot-
tom prices.

"While there’s been a lot of
noise around aggressive dis-
counting from PDD’s competi-
tors, we’re now seeing JD.com,
Douyin, and Alibaba lean in
more on their own unique com-
petitive advantages - namely that
these platforms are stronger in
higher-value branded goods,
customer service, and content-
driven commerce," he said.
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Hezbollah Devices Explode Again in Lebanon,

By Laila Bassam and Maya Gebeily
Reuters

and-held radios used by
armed group Hezbollah
detonated on Wednes-

day across Lebanon's south in
the country's deadliest day since
cross-border fighting erupted
between the militants and Israel
nearly a year ago, stoking ten-
sions after similar explosions of
the group's pagers the day before.

Lebanon's health ministry said
20 people were killed and more
than 450 injured on Wednes-
day in Beirut's suburbs and the
Bekaa Valley, while the death toll
from Tuesday's explosions rose to
12, including two children, with
nearly 3,000 injured.

Israeli officials have not com-
mented on the blasts, but secu-
rity sources said Israel's spy agency
Mossad was responsible. One Hez-
bollah official said the episode was
the biggest security breach in the
group's history.

The operations, which appeared
to throw Hezbollah into disar-
ray, played out alongside Israel's
11-month-old war in Gaza and
heightened fears of an escalation
on its Lebanese border and the risk
of a full-blown regional war.

"We are opening a new phase in
the war. It requires courage, deter-
mination and perseverance from
us," Israeli Defence Minister Yoav
Gallant said in remarks at an air
force base.

Jordan's Foreign Minister
Ayman Safadi accused Israel of
pushing the Middle East to the
brink of a regional war by orches-
trating a dangerous escalation on
many fronts.

The U.S., which denied any
involvement in the blasts, said
it was pursuing intensive diplo-
macy to avert an escalation of the
conflict. A U.S. official, speaking
on condition of anonymity, said
Israel told Washington on Tues-
day it was going to do something
in Lebanon. But Israel did not pro-
vide details and the operation itself
was a surprise to Washington, the
official said.

At least one of Wednesday's
blasts in Lebanon took place near
afuneral organised by Iran-backed
Hezbollah for those killed the pre-
vious day when thousands of the
group's pagers exploded across the

Raising Fears of Wider Israel Conflict
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AnICOMIC-V82 radiois displayed next
to its box, in this illustration, at a store
in Manila, Philippines, September 19,
2024. pe ~ ‘

country and wounded many of its
fighters.

A Reuters reporter in the south-
ern suburbs of Beirut said he saw
Hezbollah members frantically
taking batteries out of any walkie-
talkies that had not exploded, toss-
ing the parts in metal barrels. Hez-
bollah turned to pagers and other
low-tech communication devices
in an attempt to evade Israeli sur-
veillance of mobile phones.

Lebanon's Red Cross said on X
that it responded with 30 ambu-
lance teams to multiple explosions
in different areas, including the
south of Lebanon and the Bekaa
Valley.

Images of the exploded walkie-
talkies showed labels with "ICOM"
and "made in Japan.” According to
its website, ICOM, which did not
immediately reply to a request for
comment, is a Japan-based radio
communications and telephone
company.

The company has said that
production of model IC-V82,
which appeared to be the model
in the images, was phased out
in 2014.
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People gather as smoke rises from a mobile shop in Sidon, Lebanon Septem-

ber 18, 2024.

The hand-held radios were pur-
chased by Hezbollah five months
ago, around the same time as the
pagers, a security source said.

In Tuesday's explosions, sources
said Israeli spies remotely deto-
nated explosives they planted in
a Hezbollah order of 5,000 pagers
before they entered the country.

66 The US.,,

which denied any
involvement in the
blasts, said it was
pursuing intensive
diplomacy to avert
an escalation of the
conflict.'

The United Nations Security
Council will meet on Friday about
the pager blasts after a request by
Arab states.

Tehran's ambassador in Leba-
non was superficially injured in
Tuesday's blasts, Iran's semi-offi-
cial Fars news agency reported
then. But the New York Times on
Wednesday said he lost one eye
and the other was severely injured
when a pager he was carrying
exploded, citing two members of
Iran's Revolutionary Guard.

Iran's envoy to the U.N. said
in a letter on Wednesday that it
“reserves its rights under interna-
tional law to take required meas-
ures deemed necessary to respond”
to the attack.

Hezbollah launches
rockets

Hezbollah, which has vowed
to retaliate against Israel, said
on Wednesday it attacked Israeli
artillery positions with rockets,
the first strike at its arch-foe since
the blasts. The Israeli military said
there were no reports of any dam-
age or casualties.

CCTV captured the moment a man's bag exploded in a supermarket in the Leb-
anese capital of Beirut on Tuesday (September 17). :

"Hezbollah wants to avoid an
all-out war," said Mohanad Hage
Ali, deputy director of research at
the Carnegie Middle East Center
in Beirut. "But given the scale ...
there will be pressure for a stronger
response.”

The two sides have been fight-
ing across the Lebanese border
since the Gaza conflict erupted
on Oct. 7, 2023, fuelling fears of a
wider Middle East war that could
dragin the United States and Iran.
The previous highest daily Leba-
nese death toll was 11 who died in
Israeli shelling last month, accord-
ing to official counts.

Gallant said Israel, which has
vowed to return evacuated resi-
dents to their homes in the north,
was transferring troops and
resources to the Lebanon border
region. Israeli sources said this
included the army's 98th Divi-
sion, which has commando and
paratrooper formations, moving
from Gaza to the north.

"The 'center of gravity' is mov-
ing north, meaning that we are
allocating forces, resources and
energy for the northern arena,"
Gallant said in remarks released
by his office.

A full-blown war with Israel
could devastate Lebanon, which
has lurched from one crisis to
another, including a 2019 finan-
cial collapse and the 2020 Beirut
port blast.

Rising tensions may also com-
plicate so far unsuccessful efforts
by mediators Egypt, Qatar and the
U.S. to negotiate a Gaza ceasefire
between Israel and militant group
Hamas, a Hezbollah ally also
backed by Iran.

White House national security
spokesperson John Kirby said
on Wednesday it was too soon to
assess the impact of the blasts on
ceasefire talks.

Hezbollah, Iran's most power-
ful proxy in the Middle East, said
in a statement it would continue
to support Hamas in Gaza and
Israel should await a response to
the pager "massacre.”

A Hamas delegation visited peo-
ple wounded in the blasts in Leba-
nese hospitals on Wednesday, Leb-
anese state news agency NNA said.

The explosions followed a series
of assassinations of Hezbollah and
Hamas commanders and leaders
ascribed to Israel since the start of
the Gaza war.

US, Britain, EU to Sign First International AI Treaty

By Rishabh Jaiswal,
Supantha Mukherjee and
Martin Coulter

Reuters

r I the first legally binding inter-
national AI treaty will be
open for signing on Thurs-

day by the countries that negoti-

ated it, including European Union
members, the United States and

Britain, the Council of Europe

human rights organization said.

The AI Convention, which has
been in the works for years and was
adopted in May after discussions
between 57 countries, addresses
the risks AI may pose, while pro-
moting responsible innovation.

"This Convention is a major step
to ensuring that these new tech-
nologies can be harnessed with-

out eroding our oldest values, like
human rights and the rule of law;,"
Britain's justice minister, Shabana
Mahmood, said in a statement.

The AI Convention mainly
focuses on the protection of human
rights of people affected by Al sys-
tems and is separate from the EU
AT Act, which entered into force
last month.

The EU's AI Act entails compre-
hensive regulations on the devel-
opment, deployment, and use of
Al systems within the EU inter-
nal market.

The Council of Europe, founded
in 1949, is an international organ-
ization distinct from the EU with
a mandate to safeguard human
rights; 46 countries are members,
including all the 27 EU member
states.

An ad hoc committee in 2019

started examining the feasibility of
an Al framework convention and
a Committee on Artificial Intelli-
gence was formed in 2022 which
drafted and negotiated the text.

The signatories can choose to
adopt or maintain legislative,
administrative or other measures
to give effect to the provisions.

Francesca Fanucci, a legal expert
at ECNL (European Center for
Not-for-Profit Law Stichting) who
contributed to the treaty's drafting
process alongside other civil soci-
ety groups, told Reuters the agree-
ment had been "watered down" into
a broad set of principles.

"The formulation of principles

and obligations in this convention
is so overbroad and fraught with
caveats that it raises serious ques-
tions about their legal certainty and
effective enforceability," she said.
The UK government said it would
work with regulators, the devolved
administrations, and local author-
ities to ensure it can appropriately
implement its new requirements.

The Council of Europe has intro-
duced the first legally binding
global treaty on Al and human
rights, balancing innovation with
safeguarding human rights, democ-
racy,and the rule of law. It has been
signed by the European Union,
Andorra, Georgia, Iceland, Norway,
Moldova, San Marino, the United
Kingdom, Israel, and the United
States, marking a step toward
responsible Al use worldwide.
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Malta's Hypogeum
o features carved
stones with spi-

ral motifs, but no
signs of fire or
tools explain how
ancient builders
achieved such pre-
cise artistry under-
ground.

UNRAVELING MALTA

An Odyssey Through Ancient Wonders, Mysteries of the Mediterranean

By Barbara Angelakis
LuxuryWeb Magazine

n the heart of the Mediter-
ranean Sea — south of Sic-
ily, north of Libya, and east
of Tunisia — lies Malta, a small
archipelago with a 7,000-year-old
history evidenced by stunning
ancient structures. The first peo-
ple to arrive on the Maltese Islands
were thought to come from south-
ern Sicily, its closest neighbor.
However, the megalithic struc-
tures and artifacts unearthed by
archaeologists bear no resem-
blance to Sicilian culture. This
raises questions about the true
origins of these Neolithic travel-
ers. Whether this mystery will be
unveiled in our lifetime remains
to be seen, but all who visit Malta
and marvel at these ancient crea-
tions cannot help but be awed by
the legacy left behind.
Considered one of the oldest sur-
viving free-standing structures in
the world, the Ggantija megalithic
temple site is on Gozo, the second
island in the archipelago, dating
back to about 3,800 BC. Local
legend claims a female giant built
it. From the artifacts found, it is
possible to deduce that the tem-
ple complexes on both Gozo and
the main island of Malta were ded-
icated to the Goddess of Fertility,
though their exact beliefs remain
shrouded in mystery.

With 7000 years

of history, Malta’s
megalithic temples
and underground
tombs reveal ancient
mysteries that
archaeologistsarestill
trying to uncover.

While Ggantija is the oldest
UNESCO World Heritage site in
Malta and the first to be rediscov-
ered in modern times, it has not
yet revealed all its secrets. Ongo-
ing excavations constantly unearth
new information, which may one
day disclose who these people were
and what they believed. The Mal-
tese have taken great care to pro-
tect their national treasures, and
all the megalithic sites are well-
organized for visitors.

The Hal Saflieni Hypogeum on
the Island of Malta is the only
known example of a subterra-
nean structure from the Bronze
Age. Due to its underground loca-
tion, access is limited and must
be arranged in advance. Unlike
other catacombs, it is a fascinat-
ing city of the dead, constructed
with pathways and chambers, and
at the center, a large vaulted cathe-
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The Hal Saflieni Hypogeum is an underground structure featuring a complex system of chambers and passageways. The largest
space is a vaulted, cathedral-like room carved entirely from rock.

dral-like room—all carved under-
ground. The ceiling in the cathe-
dral features a series of ascending
carved circles, while the passage-
ways are adorned with red ochre
spiral paintings.

The stones show no evidence of
how the area was illuminated or
any signs of smoke or fire from
torches. How did these ancient peo-
ple create such intricate architec-
tural details without light? Recent
evidence suggests that when sound
isintroduced, possibly from drums
or flutes, the room vibrates at a spe-
cific tone that can alter conscious-
ness. Human bones and votive fig-
urines of the Fertility Goddess have
been unearthed, but the bones were
heaped there after decomposition,
adding to the mystery.

My schedule did not permit
visiting all 20 megalithic tem-
ples discovered so far, but I did

visit Hagar Qim (pronounced jar
im). The site is extensive and well-
defined, almost evoking the pres-
ence of the people who built and
used these structures. Constructed
from naturally honey-tinted lime-
stone native to the islands, their
purpose remains unclear.

Hagar Qim was built on a ridge
overlooking the sea to the south
and a broad plain to the north, an
effective defensive position more
suited to a settlement than a tem-
ple site. All of the “temples” were
built from the native limestone,
a soft porous rock used in both
ancient and modern construc-
tion. It is a mystery why a relatively
small population would expend so
many resources to build such an
extensive temple complex.

The mystery deepens with Mna-
jdra, another “temple complex”
located less than 500 meters down

The Hypogeum'’s interior includes mul-
tiple rooms and passageways carved
underground, with a large central space
that resonates with sound, adding to its
mystical atmosphere.

the hill to the west. Excavations
have unearthed decorated clay ves-
sels, flint tools, and a representa-
tion of a human head fashioned
in clay, but no evidence of habita-
tion. Both sites are referred to as
an Archaeological Park and are
accessed after passing through a
museum featuring an informative
video and many artifacts.

The Hal Saflieni Hypogeum is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Its interior features a vast network of underground chambers and passageways, all intricately carved from solid rock.

- -jd’:-:j:-. '."i

The Ggantija temples and other mega-
lithic sites in Malta may have been ded-
icated to fertility goddesses, reflecting
a society that placed significant impor-
tance on the veneration of female figures.

Construction of these temples
ceased around 2500 BC, and the
temple builders mysteriously dis-
appeared, leading to the theory
that the islands were considered
sacred and used only for worship
and religious practices by prehis-
toric nations. This could explain
the numerous temple complexes,
but since stone cannot be car-
bon-dated, we do not know when
these structures were created or
by whom.

There is no evidence of a natu-
ral catastrophe that damaged the
sites, so it is conjectured that they
were abandoned due to changing
religious beliefs, war, or climatic
changes, as happened with many
ancient populations.

Once the temple builders
departed, other cultures quickly
occupied Malta. The modern Mal-
tese cultural mosaic is enriched
by the diverse influences of the
Phoenicians, Greeks, Romans,
Arabs, Castilians, the Knights of
St. John, the French, and the Brit-
ish. All have left their mark with
monuments, works of art, religious
beliefs, language (with English as
the second official language after
Maltese, which is Semitic in ori-
gin), agriculture, and cuisine.
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