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VILLENEUVE-LA-GARENNE:  French
police yesterday were hunting armed rob-
bers who escaped after holding up a store
in a shopping mall near Paris, prompting
special forces to intervene and seal off the
area.

The three men-one of whom was
thought to be an employee of the shop-
burst into the Primark store in Villeneuve-
la-Garenne early yesterday, said a police
source who wished to remain anonymous.
An employee first alerted her boyfriend to
the hold-up at around 7:00 am (0500 GMT)

when she sent him a text message saying
they had been taken hostage by two
armed men, another source said.

The area around the Qwartz mall was
shut down, all traffic stopped and other
stores in the vicinity closed up as special
forces rushed to the scene.  The mall was
promptly evacuated but according to
police, 18 employees had remained inside-
some were told to stay put by the gunmen
and others had managed to hide on their
own.

They “were evacuated around 10:30

am, one of them was unwell but no-one
was injured,” police said.

But while security forces initially
thought the gunmen were still inside the
mall, they realised after searching the
premises that the men had escaped.  The
suspects “appear to have run away, and the
search continues outside the mall,” a
source close to the probe said.

‘This is a hold-up’ 
Memories of attacks in January by

Islamic extremists who gunned down 17

people in and near Paris-including several
who were held hostage in a Jewish super-
market-are still fresh in many minds in
France.  France, and the Paris area in partic-
ular, is still on high alert and some 7,000
soldiers are deployed around the country
to help police in countering any further
attack.

But  so  far  pol ice  have indicated
Monday’s attack was a common armed
robbery.  “I saw two robbers, dressed
in black, hooded. They were calm, not
in a hurry,” said Bruno Jahin, a 20-year-

old witness.
“The tallest... had a gun, I think it was a

pump-action shotgun. The other man was
smaller.

“I was at the store’s stockroom door,
they passed in front of me... They went to
the offices,” he said.

“I heard ‘this is a hold-up, you must go’
several times... I turned around and took
the lift.

“They were definitely looking for mon-
ey, it’s a store that is doing very well.”

A London-based spokesman for

Primark, a low-cost clothing store that has
been a huge success in Britain, confirmed
there had been an “incident” at its store,
which is located just north of Paris.

“Police are in attendance... We will do all
we can to support our staff and their fami-
lies,” he said.

The incident comes on the eve of the
traditional Bastille Day military parade.

This year, special forces will march
down the Champs-Elysees for the first time
in recognition of the role they played in
countering the January attacks. —AFP

France hunts armed robbers after hostage scare
VILLENEUVE-LA-GARENNE: French police officers stand outside the Qwartz mall in Villeneuve-La-Garenne after a robbery attempt yesterday. Special forces evacuated 18 people from a mall near Paris today
after gunmen attacked a Primark store inside, in what was thought to be an attempt to rob the shop, police said. —AFP

MOSCOW: Twenty-three Russian soldiers were
crushed to death after their military barracks col-
lapsed in Siberia, the latest disaster to hit a coun-
try known for shoddy construction work and lax
safety standards.  An entire section of military
barracks, including parts of the roof and walls,
collapsed on Sunday evening just outside the
Siberian city of Omsk as paratroopers were rest-
ing, the defence ministry said.  “As a result of the
collapse, more than 40 servicemen were injured,”
Investigative Committee spokesman Vladimir
Markin said on Monday.  “Twenty three con-
scripts died, the others were hospitalised with
various injuries.”

Defence Ministry spokesman Igor
Konashenkov said 19 servicemen had been hos-
pitalised. The barracks-built in 1975 and renovat-
ed in 2013 — belong to the 242nd training cen-
tre that prepares junior officers and armoured
infantry vehicle drivers, among others. President
Vladimir Putin has been informed of the incident,
which occurred in the village of Svetly just out-
side Omsk, some 2,200 kilometres (1,400 miles)
east of Moscow, a Kremlin spokesman said. “The
president expressed condolences to the families
of the victims of the accident at the Omsk train-
ing centre,” the Kremlin said.  Putin was regularly
being briefed by Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu,
who has been tasked with providing all neces-
sary assistance to the victims, the Kremlin added.

In footage shown on Russian television, sol-
diers formed a human chain to pass bricks and
other debris from one to another as they cleared
the mountain of rubble from the collapse. “Half of
the heap has been cleared now,” acting com-
mander of Russian paratroopers Nikolai Ignatov
said in televised remarks.  Nearly 350 rescue
workers and search dogs have been dispatched
to the scene, along with military prosecutors.
“Rescue works lasted through the night,” a
spokeswoman for the governor of the Omsk
region told AFP. “The governor was there all
night.”

‘Paratroopers’ mass grave’
The first 10 injured men have been airlifted to

top hospitals in Moscow, the defence ministry

said. “Another specially equipped plane of the
Defence Ministry with seven servicemen of the
Airborne Forces’ training centre will fly out to
Moscow in the coming hours,” the ministry said.
About 50 relatives of the injured or dead soldiers
have already arrived in Omsk. Authorities tied the
collapse of the barracks to negligence on the part
of construction workers. The Investigative
Committee, which reports directly to Putin,

opened a probe into negligence, violation of
safety rules and abuse of power, adding that
those found guilty would face up to 10 years in
prison.  Markin, the committee’s spokesman, said
investigators were probing several explanations
for the tragedy, including possible violations dur-
ing renovations in 2013.

Building collapses and other infrastructure
accidents are fairly frequent in Russia, especially

outside Moscow and Saint Petersburg, where the
enforcement of safety regulations is lax and cor-
ruption rampant.  On Saturday a section of a resi-
dential building collapsed in the Urals city of
Perm, killing two.

The latest tragedy represents a major blow
to Putin who has made reviving the army after
years of post-Soviet neglect a cornerstone of his
policies. —AFP

23 killed in Russian military barracks collapse Fire engulfs cargo 
ships along  

Dubai waterway
DUBAI: Firefighters rushed to contain a blaze that
broke out yesterday aboard cargo vessels docked
alongside the main waterway that runs through
the heart of Dubai.

The fire began in the afternoon along the
Dubai Creek, sending thick black smoke billowing
above the Mideast commercial hub’s densely
packed Deira district, which is home to hotels,
office buildings and gold and spice bazaars popu-
lar with tourists.

Dubai’s government media office said the fire
was brought under control within three hours,
and that one minor injury was reported.

It was not immediately clear what sparked the
blaze, which spread to boxes and crates of mer-
chandise stacked up along the quay.

Bank employee Khurram Kabir from
Bangladesh, who saw the fire on his way home
from work, said multiple boats were burning and
others were trying to escape the flames as thick
smoke filled the air.

“I have never seen this kind of smoke before,”
he said.

Another witness, Tariq Rajput, an accountant
who works in an office in Deira, said the flames
appeared to rise 10 to 15 feet in the air and that
the smell and appearance of the fire suggested
rubber or oil was fueling the blaze.

The Dubai Creek is a saltwater inlet of the
Persian Gulf coursing through the old core of the
city that remains an active trading port. It is
mainly used by traditional wooden boats known
as dhows that ferry goods ranging from tires and
cooking oil to refrigerators and televisions to
Iran and other destinations.

Larger cargo container ships dock at bigger
harbors elsewhere in Dubai,  including the
sprawling Jebel Ali Port, the region’s busiest sea-
port. —AP

OMSK: A military barrack with collapsed ceiling is seen at a base in Omsk, Russia, yesterday. The ceiling collapsed
yesterday, causing four stories to crumble. Rescuers searched for hours for victims trapped under the debris of an
airborne troops training center following the collapse that occurred in the early hours of the morning. —AP


