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Fire can be seen by the swimming pool of the Campement Kangaba, a
tourist resort near Bamako, on Sunday. —AP

BAMAKO: Mali’s government said yester-
day five suspected militants were in custody
after an assault on a popular tourist resort
near the capital, Bamako, which left two
civilians dead. Four attackers were killed at
the scene, Security Minister Salif Traore told
AFP, while 36 hostages were freed following
the incident at the Kangaba Le Campement
resort on Sunday afternoon, the majority of
them French and Malian. Jihadists constant-
ly target domestic and foreign forces in
Mali’s troubled north and centre, but
attacks on civilians in and around the capi-
tal are much rarer, with the last major inci-
dent in November 2015 when gunmen
stormed the Radisson Blu hotel.

That attack, which killed 20 people,
caused the government to instate a state
of emergency which has been in place
more or less ever since. Residents living
close to the Kangaba resort had first
reported the attack after hearing shots
while smoke billowed into the air, with at
least one building ablaze, and special
forces remained on the scene yesterday,
Traore said. A witness interviewed on local
television ORTM said he saw a man arrive
on a motorcycle who “started shooting”
followed by “two or three people” who
came in another vehicle. Others said the
assailants had shouted “Allahu Akbar” -
Arabic for ‘God is Greatest’. So far, no group
has yet claimed responsibility.

US warning 
Traore told AFP one of the victims was

Franco-Gabonese and that the attack had
been staged by suspected mil itants.
Earlier this month, the US embassy in
Bamako had warned about “a possible
increased threat of attacks against
Western diplomatic missions, places of

worship” and other places frequented by
Westerners in Bamako. Back in January,
the Kangaba’s owner, Herve Depardieu,
had complained about the “alarming secu-
rity information” issued by foreign con-
sulates, telling a France-Africa summit in
Bamako. 

Sunday’s attack is the latest in a series
of high-profile assaults in north and west
Africa targeting locals and tourists, includ-
ing in neighbouring Burkina Faso and
Ivory Coast. But in a sign of Mali’s quotidi-
an instability, one soldier was killed and
another three wounded yesterday morn-
ing in the northern town of Bamba, in
what the armed forces said was yet anoth-
er “terrorist attack”.

New anti-terror force 
In 2012 Mali’s north fell under the con-

trol of jihadist groups linked to Al-Qaeda
who hijacked an ethnic Tuareg-led rebel
uprising, though the Islamists were largely
ousted by a French-led military operation
in Jan 2013. Since then, militants have con-
tinued to mount numerous attacks on
civilians and the army, as well as on French
and UN forces still stationed there. The
unrest has continued despite a 2015 peace
deal between the government and Tuareg-
led rebels that aimed to tackle some of the
grievances held by separatists in the north.

Despite the presence of a 12,000-strong
UN peacekeeping mission and some of the
4,000 French troops serving in a separate
counter-terrorism force operating across the
Sahel region, instability is growing. France is
pressing the UN Security Council to quickly
adopt a resolution to fund and support a
new African anti-jihadist force in the Sahel,
comprising troops from Mali, Niger, Chad,
Mauritania and Burkina Faso. —AFP

4 militants killed, 5 held
after Mali resort attack

LONDON: Seventy-nine people are
dead or missing and presumed dead
following a devastating blaze in a
London tower, police said yesterday, as

Britain held a minute’s silence for the
victims. “I’m afraid to say there are now
79 people that we believe are either
dead or missing and I sadly have to pre-

sume are dead,” police commander
Stuart Cundy told reporters. Police had
earlier put the toll from Wednesday’s
inferno at 58 presumed dead. He said
only five people had been formally
identified so far by police. Officers had
earlier warned that some may never be
identified due to the condition of their
remains.

Cundy said the search and recovery
operation was ongoing in the burnt-out
24-storey tower, which was built in 1974
and had received a major refurbishment
that was completed last year. “This is an
incredibly distressing time for families
and they have my commitment that we
will do this as quickly as we possibly can,”
he said. Cundy promised an “exhaustive”
criminal investigation into the fire that
would also look at the refurbishment.

“We will go where the evidence may
take us,” and do everything possible “to
ensure that those responsible will be
brought to justice,” he said. “If I identify...
an issue that is a risk to public safety, we
will be sharing that immediately with the
relevant authorities,” he added. The fire
has prompted warnings about fire safety
risks in many other council tower blocks
built in the same era.

Death toll warning 
Cundy warned that the toll of 79

people could change. “I believe there
may be people who were in Grenfell
Tower that people may not know were
missing and may not have realized they
were in there on the night. “Equally,
there may be people who thankfully
may have managed to escape the fire
and for whatever reason have not let
their family or friends or police know,”
he said. By the blackened Grenfell
Tower, firefighters took off their helmets
and stood still to observe the minute’s
silence, some with their arms around
each other’s shoulders.

Other emergency service workers
stood with their hands behind their
backs and their helmets on the ground.
Distressed women were seen hugging
after the silence. London fire chief Dany
Cotton told BBC radio that it might be
“some days yet” before firefighters could
say they have reached everyone in the
building. She also defended the fire ser-
vice’s advice for people to stay in their
flats during tower block fires, saying that
having everyone evacuate from such
blocks through a single staircase would
cause further injuries and hamper

efforts to put out smaller blazes. She
said firefighters did not know “why the
fire spread in that absolutely unusual
and extraordinary way”. “Until we do
that, we cannot look at anything other
than staying with the same advice.”

17 patients in hospital 
The National Health Service said that

17 patients were still being treated in
hospital, of whom nine remain in critical
condition. Prime Minister Theresa May
was to chair another meeting of top offi-
cials in response to the tragedy. London
police on Sunday released images taken
within the tower, saying conditions
inside verged on the “indescribable”.
Photos and videos published by the
Metropolitan Police show the gutted
wreckage of apartments. With black-
ened rubble strewn across the floor and
exposed pipes, one room is unrecogniz-
able as a home until a bath and sink
come into view - the dividing wall
destroyed completely by the fire. The
remnants of an exercise bike, an oven
and washing machine point to the lives
of residents in the moments before the
blaze. The images were taken by a recov-
ery team inside the 120 flats. —AFP

79 people presumed dead in London tower fire

PARIS: President Emmanuel Macron
was poised to forge ahead with his
pro-EU, pro-business reforms yester-
day after his centrist party redrew
France’s political map with a
resounding victory in parliamentary
elections. Although it fell short of a
predicted landslide, Macron’s
Republic on the Move (REM) and its
allies won 350 seats in the 577-seat

National Assembly on Sunday. The
election was being closely watched
in Europe and around the world to
see if France’s youngest-ever leader
would secure a mandate to push
through his pro-EU reform agenda.

The new body will be nearly six
years younger on average, have a
record 223 women lawmakers, and
will be strikingly less politically expe-
rienced. The trailblazing party that
39-year-old Macron founded just 14
months ago has caused a political
earthquake even if the winning
score was considerably lower than
the 470 seats predicted by some pre-

vote surveys. “A profoundly renewed
political generation takes over the
reins of legislative power,” wrote edi-
torialist Alexis Brezet in the right-
leaning daily Le Figaro.

Macron’s confident start at home,
where he has concentrated on trying
to restore the lost prestige of the
president, and his bold action on the
international stage has inspired a raft

of positive headlines. Macron wants
to use his majority in parliament to
pursue his agenda of loosening labor
laws and overhauling France’s social
security system. He has already had
little pushback on his stated inten-
tion to use executive orders to push
through reforms without parliamen-
tary debate - though street protests
over the erosion of cherished work-
ers’ rights such as those seen last year
are considered likely.

The parliamentary boost also
strengthens Macron’s hand on the
European stage as the EU heads into
negotiations on Britain’s departure

from the bloc. The staunch Europhile
- in stark contrast to presidential rival
Marine Le Pen - will take part in his
first EU summit Thursday and Friday
in Brussels. He wants a leadership
role in countering the kind of nation-
alism that far-right leader Le Pen rep-
resents, which spurred the Brexit
vote and helped propel Donald
Trump to the US presidency.

Not a ‘blank cheque’ 
Macron’s detractors point to a

record-low turnout of just under 44
percent in Sunday’s polling, saying
he cannot claim to enjoy a deep vein
of support. Radical left leader Jean-
Luc Melenchon described it as “a sort
of civic general strike”. The Macron
team acknowledged the criticism,
with government spokesman
Christophe Castaner admitting: “We
got a clear majority but at the same
time, the French people didn’t want
to sign a blank cheque.”

REM routed the Socialists and
heavily defeated the rightwing

Republicans, while Le Pen’s National
Front (FN) had a disappointing night.
Le Pen entered parliament for the
first time in her career in one of eight
seats won by the FN. But Le Pen’s
nationalist party fell well short of its
15-seat target that would have
allowed it to form a parliamentary
group with a role in setting the
agenda. She insisted the FN would
still be a key player, saying: “We are
the only force of resistance to the
watering down of France, of its social
model and its identity.”

The Socialists (PS) were the
biggest losers, punished for the high
unemployment, social unrest and
lost national confidence that marked
their five years in power. The party of
Macron’s predecessor Francois
Hollande shed more than 250 seats,
obtaining just 29. The Republicans
and their allies fared better, hanging
on to 131 seats, down from over 200
in the last parliament, and remaining
the main opposition party.

The conservative party had
enough seats to “defend its convic-
tions”, said the party’s leader for the
elections, Francois Baroin, calling on
Macron to heed the record low
turnout, which he said sent “a mes-
sage”. Melenchon’s hard-left France
Unbowed won 17 seats as it also
struggled to maintain the momen-
tum it had during the presidential
election. Only 140 incumbents held
onto their seats, which they will
occupy alongside no fewer than 424
new members, characterized by
younger, more ethnically diverse
lawmakers.

More women lawmakers 
And women will make up 38.6

percent of the new parliament, com-
pared with 25.8 percent in the out-
going parliament - a figure that
placed France 63rd in the world for
women in parliament, according to
the Inter-Parliamentary Union.
Around half of REM’s candidates are
virtual unknowns drawn from
diverse fields of academia, business
or local activism. The other half are a
mix of centrists and moderate left-
and right-wing politicians drawn
from established parties including
ally MoDem. —AFP

Macron wins strong 
majority for reform
Le Pen enters parliament for first time, PS routed

PARIS: France’s President Emmanuel Macron (left) sits in a Dassault Aviation Rafale fighter jet as
Dassault Aviation CEO Eric Trappier looks on during the International Paris Air Show in Le
Bourget yesterday. —AFP

PEDROGAO GRANDE, Portugal:
More than 1,000 firefighters yesterday
continued to battle a giant forest fire
that swept through central Portugal at
the weekend, killing at least 62 peo-
ple. The country was in mourning
after the deadliest such disaster in its
recent history, with many victims
burnt as they were trapped in their
cars around the epicenter in Pedrogao
Grande. “Portugal weeps for Pedrogao
Grande,” said the newspaper while
mainstream Publico’s headline simply
read “Why?” 

“The fire has reached a level of
human tragedy that we have never
seen before,” said a visibly moved
Prime Minister Antonio Costa, who
announced three days of mourning
from Sunday. Portugal’s national
Route 236 was transformed into a
road of hell as the ferocious blaze
ripped through the wooded country-
side. Although the searing tempera-
tures had dropped slightly yesterday,
the fire was still raging, spreading to
neighboring regions of Castelo Branco
and Coimbra.

Firefighters were also continuing a
grim search for bodies, with Costa

warning on Sunday that the death toll
could still rise. The international com-
munity has stepped in to help, with
Spain, France and Italy sending water-
bombing planes. The European Union
has also offered help and Greece said
it could send firefighters if needed. “I
am shocked and horrified by the

many lives claimed by today’s devas-
tating fires,” said UN Secretary General
Antonio Guterres, who comes from
Portugal. “The United Nations stands
ready to assist in any way possible.”

“Our pain is immense,” said
Portuguese President Marcelo Rebelo
de Sousa. “We feel a sense of injustice

because the tragedy has hit those
Portuguese of whom one speaks little
- those living in an isolated rural zone.” 

‘Everything burnt very quickly’ 
Police chief Almeida Rodrigues

blamed dry thunderstorms for the
blaze which broke out on Saturday in
Pedrogao Grande, ruling out arson.
“We found the tree hit by the lightning,”
he said. “Everything burnt very quickly
given the strong winds. The flames
passed within two or three kilometres
of my house,” said local resident Isabel
Ferreira, 62. “It was really hell. I thought
the end of the world had come,” said
Maria de Fatima Nunes, a survivor. 

The wooded hills in the area north
of Lisbon, which 24 hours before had
glowed bright green with eucalyptus
and pine trees, were gutted by the
flames. A thick layer of white smoke
blanketed either side of a motorway for
about 20 km on Sunday, as blackened
trees leaned listlessly over charred soil.
A burnt-out car sat outside partly
destroyed and abandoned houses,
while a few metres away police in face
masks surrounded the corpse of a man
hidden under a white sheet. —AFP

‘Portugal weeps’ as deadly fire rages

LONDON: Handout picture released by the Metropolitan Police shows
the inside of the Grenfell Tower in west London after a fire engulfed the
24-storey building. —AFP

MAIDUGURI, Nigeria: At least 16 people were
killed in suicide bomb attacks near a camp for
those made homeless by Boko Haram violence
in northeast Nigeria, emergency services said
yesterday. The National Emergency
Management Agency (NEMA) said the attacks
took place at about 8:45 pm (1945 GMT) on
Sunday close to the Dalori camp at Kofa village,
near the Borno state capital Maiduguri. NEMA
northeast region spokesman Abdulkadir
Ibrahim said two female suicide bombers tried
to get into the camp but were thwarted by
security personnel.

“Two other female suicide bombers also
detonated their explosives at the adjoining
Dalori Kofa village, where they killed 16 peo-
ple,” he added in a statement. Earlier tolls giv-
en by local people said at least 12 or 13 peo-
ple had been killed but Abdulkadir said three
of those injured and taken to hospital had
since died. “The 16 does not include the
bombers,” he told AFP. Dalori is about 10 km
southeast of Maiduguri and is one of the
largest camps for internally displaced people
(IDP) in the remote region.

Boko Haram has previously tried to target
the camp: at least 85 people were killed in
January last year when insurgents rampaged
through communities near Dalori. Residents
were shot and their homes burned down while
female suicide bombers blew themselves up
among the crowds of people fleeing the vio-
lence. The latest attack is the most deadly in
Nigeria since June 8, when 11 people were
killed in a rare combined gun and suicide attack
in the Jiddari Polo area of Maiduguri.

Boko Haram has repeatedly targeted the
strategic city, particularly its outlying communi-
ties, IDP camps and the city’s university. The
bombings and sporadic hit-and-run attacks
underline the threat still posed by the jihadists,
despite claims from the authorities they are a
spent force. Gunmen killed eight members of a
civilian militia force assisting the military on
June 11 in the Konduga area, which is on the
same road as the Dalori camp. At least 20,000
people have been killed in the conflict since
2009 and more than 2.6 million made home-
less, many of whom are facing severe food
shortages or starvation. —AFP

Suicide bombers kill 
16 in northeast Nigeria

A dead deer is seen on the roadside in an area affected by a wild-
fire at Vila Pedro, Figueiro dos Vinhos yesterday. —AFP


