
MADRID: Europe sweltered through an
intense heatwave yesterday, with soaring
temperatures contributing to forest fires,
nuclear plants closing and even threatening
the Netherlands’ supply of fries, although
some countries experienced a slight
respite. Here is a roundup:

Spain: Fire under control
A top of 42 degrees Celsius (107

degrees Fahrenheit) was forecast in the
southwest region of Extremadura yester-
day, where a wildfire in San Vicente de
Alcantara has been brought under control
by firefighters, the local fire service said.
The mercury had reached 44 C in the
country’s south on Saturday, the Spanish
Meteorological Agency said. The rise in
temperatures has already claimed the lives
of three people who died of heatstroke this
week.

Portugal: 45 C forecast 
The mercury was expected to climb to

45 C in some parts of Portugal yesterday,
but would not go above the 46.8 C record-
ed the day before in Alvega, 150 kilometers
north of Lisbon, the Portuguese Institute
for Sea and Atmosphere (IPMA) said.
Records in several cities were broken on
Saturday, but none reached the nationwide
record of 47.3 C in the southern village of
Amareleja in 2003. 

However a forest fire continued to rage
on two fronts in Monchique in the coun-
try’s south yesterday. Nearly 780 firefight-
ers, supported by 200 vehicles and 10
water-dropping planes and helicopters
were working to put it out, the civil protec-

tion agency said. The heat, wind and diffi-
culty in accessing some areas has compli-
cated efforts to bring the fire under con-
trol, and a hundred people have been evac-
uated as a precaution. Another forest fire,
in central Estremoz, has left six people
wounded, two in serious condition. 

France: ‘Recklessness’ warning 
In France, 67 out of 101 departments

were on heatwave alert with temperatures
in the south of the country expected to
again peak near 40 C. Saturday was the
hottest day in the country since the infa-
mous heatwave of 2003, in which thou-
sands of people died, many of them elderly
people living on their own. 

The emergency services complained
that, despite public health warnings about
keeping cool and hydrated, there was “still
quite a lot of recklessness” — citing the
example of an elderly man in Lyon who suf-
fered heart problems while mowing his
lawn under the merciless afternoon sun.
Four nuclear reactors remained closed yes-
terday over the blazing temperatures.
Power company EDF said the measures
were taken to avoid temperature hikes in
rivers from which water is drawn to cool
the reactors.

Italy: Tornado spotted 
Several thunderstorms flooded streets in

Sicily and Sardinia in the south of Italy yes-
terday, cooling down a heatwave that has
caused traffic problems on the country’s
busiest summer weekend on the roads.
Tourists on the Italian island of Pantelleria,
near Tunisia, said they had seen a tornado

off the coast on Saturday. Media had previ-
ously reported on Saturday that a woman
had died from apparent heatstroke on a
beach in the northwestern Liguria region.

Germany: Rain brings relief 
Isolated showers and thunderstorms

brought some relief from the heat in parts of
Germany this weekend, particularly in the
south. However temperatures are expected
to climb again to as high as 39 C in the east
on Wednesday. Sweltering Germans have
been flocking to open air swimming pools
across the country, and many pools are
expecting record visitor numbers this sum-
mer, DPA news agency reported.

Britain: Hot until Tuesday 
The heat also slightly abated in Britain

yesterday, with the high of just over 30
degrees expected in the south of England,
according to the Met Office, which pre-
dicted the heatwave would continue until
Tuesday. Public Health England told those
in the southeast to take stay in the shade
and drink lots of water.

Netherlands: Shortage of fries? 
While the temperature was down to a

near-seasonal 25 C in the Netherlands yes-
terday, the country’s drought continues to
wreak havoc on crops. Farmers are work-
ing night and day to save what they can,
the Dutch broadcaster NOS reported, with
potato and corn yields hit particularly hard.
Producers have warned that a potato
shortage could affect the supply of fries, a
Dutch favorite. —AFP
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Earthquake rocks 
Indonesia’s 
Lombok island
LOMBOK: A powerful earthquake
rocked Indonesia’s Lombok yesterday,
sending people running from their
homes and triggering a tsunami alert,
just a week after a quake killed 17 peo-
ple on the holiday island.  The latest
tremor had a magnitude of seven and
struck just 10 km underground accord-
ing to the US Geological Survey. It was
followed by two aftershocks. Officials
issued a tsunami warning, which was lat-
er cancelled

“Please go to a place with higher
ground, while remaining calm and not
panicking,” Dwikorita Karnawati, head of
the agency for meteorology, climatology
and geophysics, told local TV. Seawater
had entered two villages as high as 10
cm and 13 cm (4-5 inches), Karnawati
said later. Sutopo Purwo Nugroho,
spokesman for Indonesia’s disaster miti-
gation agency, said many buildings were
thought to have been damaged in
Lombok’s main city of Mataram. “They
are mostly buildings with weak con-
struction material,” Nugroho said.

Residents in Mataram described a
strong jolt that sent people scrambling
out of buildings. “Everyone immediately
ran out of their homes, everyone is pan-

icking,” Iman told AFP. Another resident
Rita Siswati, 47, said the quake knocked
out electricity and patients were evacu-
ated from the main hospital. The epicen-
tre was in the sea 18 km northwest of
Lombok, the USGS said, far from the
main tourist spots on the south and west
of the island.

The USGS reported two aftershocks,
one with a magnitude of 5.4. The quake
was felt some 100 km (60 miles) away
on the bustling resort island of Bali, and
there were early reports of damage
including to Ngurah Rai International
Airport. Agung Widodo, a resident of
Bali’s main town of Denpasar, said he felt
two strong tremors. “The first one lasted
quite a while, the second one was only
about 2-5 seconds. The first one was the
bigger one,” he said.

People could be heard screaming as
locals and tourists ran onto the road. The
tremor came a week after a shallow 6.4-
magnitude quake hit Lombok, killing 17
people and damaging hundreds of build-
ings. It triggered landslides that briefly
trapped trekkers on popular mountain
hiking routes. Indonesia, one of the most
disaster-prone nations on earth, straddles
the so-called Pacific “Ring of Fire”, where
tectonic plates collide and many of the
world’s volcanic eruptions and earth-
quakes occur. In 2004 a tsunami trig-
gered by a magnitude 9.3 undersea earth-
quake off the coast of Sumatra in western
Indonesia killed 220,000 people in coun-
tries around the Indian Ocean, including
168,000 in Indonesia. —Agencies

BUENOS AIRES: A businessman who has
admitted paying “contributions to election
campaigns” during the presidencies of
Nestor and Cristina Kirchner could testify
in a major corruption case roil ing
Argentina’s political and business worlds.
Juan Carlos de Goycoechea, who once
headed the construction and energy
group Isolux Corsan in Argentina, surren-
dered to police on Friday and asked for
protection under an “accused collabora-
tor” program requiring an admission of
having paid bribes. 

According to judicial sources quoted in
the local press, he said the Planning Ministry
— which oversaw public works during the
successive Kirchner governments, from
2003 to 2015 — applied “pressure to con-
tribute to election campaigns.” But the
amounts involved, he insisted, were much
lower than the $12.8 million cited by presid-
ing judge Claudio Bonadio. Isolux fired de
Goycoechea in March 2017, after an internal
investigation of alleged irregularities. 

Prosecutors say the alleged bribes —
paid by businessmen in an elaborate col-
lection system that funneled money to the
Casa Rosada, home to the executive man-
sion and offices, or to the Quinta de
Olivos presidential residence — could
total $160 million. Since the investigation
came to light on Wednesday, 16 business-
men and ex-officials have been detained
in dozens of raids. They face charges of
conspiracy in a bribery and kickback

scheme that is being compared in
Argentina to the far-reaching Car Wash
investigation in Brazil.

The key evidence in the Argentine
case, involving a total 36 defendants, lies
in eight modest spiral notebooks crammed
full of minutely detailed notations. They
were kept over a decade (2005-2015) by
Oscar Centeno, a retired army officer who
served as a driver for Roberto Baratta, a
former No. 2 at the Planning Ministry who
is now under arrest. The 29-page indict-
ment states that businessmen made illicit
payments totaling some $35.6 million
between 2008 and 2015.

Centeno’s notes describe his many
trips with Baratta to deliver bags full of
dollars to destinations including the resi-
dence of Cristina Kirchner. She has been
summoned for questioning on August 13.
Centeno was arrested Wednesday but
freed Friday after entering the “accused
collaborator” program, which would pro-
vide legal protection for him, his partner
and their 13 children.

Centeno has admitted being the author
of the eight notebooks, though he told the
judge that he burned the originals last
May on a backyard grill, according to the
press. The judge obtained copies from
Diego Cabot, a journalist with the news-
paper La Nacion, who had temporary
access to the originals after a friend,
retired policeman Jorge Bacigalupo,
handed them to him. —AFP

Water scarcity stirs
debate over who
owns Brazil’s rivers
PEDERNEIRAS: “ Tiete river, I count on you for a lifetime”
- stirring words from the anthem of Pederneiras city that
show the near-sacred status of a waterway that helps pow-
er Brazil’s entire economy. Be it generating electricity or
transporting crops, the river is key. But acute water short-
ages have sparked a dispute over who has more right to
exploit it - and experts say the government must tackle the
issue as shortages grow ever worse.

Water scarcity is a “new regular scenario, not an
emergency”, Munir Soares, an energy expert at research
institute Instituto de Energia e Meio Ambiente (IEMA),
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. One of Brazil’s key
transport corridors for soybeans, corn, fertiliser and other
farm products, it was closed for 20 months between 2014-
2016 due to drought and the diversion of water for elec-
tricity, with an estimated loss of $270 million to shipping
companies and 1,600 jobs.

As the waterway in the state of Sao Paulo - engine of
the nation’s economy - threatens to close again due to
erratic rainfall, experts have urged policymakers to define
more clearly who can exploit the river, and when.
Agriculture and agribusiness accounted for about a quarter
of Brazil’s gross domestic product in 2017, according to
farm lobby CNA. The country is the third biggest electrici-
ty producer in the Americas, according to the Energy
Information Administration.

Yet despite the existence of a national policy regulating
the use of water resources, there is a “grey zone” that trig-
gers conflict between transport and energy companies, said
Soares. The law does not clearly define who should enjoy
priority access to the river, which is rich in rapids and punc-
tuated by steep falls, in times of water scarcity, he added. In
cases of erratic rainfall, national grid operator ONS requests
more water from the river to power hydroelectric dams
located nearby - which can prevent barge trains from pass-
ing down the waterway, Soares explained. If the river is to
be used primarily for electricity in times of water scarcity,
that needs to be made clear by regulators and shipping
companies must have other alternatives if they are ground-
ed, Soares said. “If transportation companies cannot honour
their contracts, they will have problems.”

Adalberto Tokarski, head of Brazilian government
agency Antaq, said transportation companies had filed law-
suits over the 2014-2016 costly waterway closure. “The law
is very clear but it is not respected due to the power of
interference of the electric sector. The law does not give
supremacy to the electric sector. It guarantees the multiple
uses of water and there has to be a balance,” Tokarski said.

Race for resources
Competition over use of the Tiete-Parana waterway

goes back over a decade, when the country faced an
electrical crisis due to low rainfall and the waterway was
almost closed. In 2014, water that could have helped
maintain Tiete-Parana’s levels was used instead for elec-
tricity due to rising energy demand and the delay of giant
new power projects.

In 2014, Brazil was also hosting the World Cup. Sao
Paulo, South America’s largest city, came critically close to
running out of drinking water. Lower river levels force
barge trains to reduce the amount of exports they carry on
the waterway, or even prevent them from using the corridor
completely, said Raimundo Holanda, head of the National
Federation of Waterway Navigation Companies
(Fenavega).

In 2017, the Tiete-Parana waterway transported a
record high of 8.91 million tons of cargo, compared to 6.3
million in 2013, the waterway department of Sao Paulo state
said by email. But that may change if the river’s water is
again used to power hydroelectric dams - in a country that
sources about two-thirds of its energy from hydropower,
said Tokarski. The decision to close the waterway lies with
national water agency ANA. In 2017, ANA launched a “cri-
sis room” once shortages were underway, gathering ONS,
Antaq and transport representatives to assess navigation
conditions and the water levels of dams. —Reuters

KHURVALETI: Standing in a meadow in the swelter-
ing heat and amid the chirping of grasshoppers, 84-
year-old Dato Vanishvili looks through a barbed wire
fence and sighs: “It’s like living in a prison, here.”
Around five years ago, the farmer woke up one morn-
ing to strange sounds outside his house. When he
looked out, he saw Russian soldiers erecting a barbed
wire fence across his property, as the breakaway
region of South Ossetia was physically separated
from the rest of Georgia.

Vanishvili was trapped on the side of his village,
Khurvaleti, that fell under the control of separatist
South Ossetian authorities. And ever since that morn-
ing in 2013, he has been unable to cross into Georgia.
Five years prior to that, in August 2008, Russia and
Georgia had fought a f ive-day war over South
Ossetia, a tiny enclave where Russia maintained a
military base. Georgia had launched a large-scale
military operation against separatist forces who had
been shelling Georgian villages in the region.

And over the five days that followed, Russia
defeated Georgia’s small military, sweeping into the
Black Sea nation of four million people, bombing tar-
gets and occupying large swathes of territory. Russia
then officially recognized South Ossetia, alongside
another secessionist Georgian region, Abkhazia,
where Moscow similarly had a military base.

‘Ethnic cleansing’ 
Following the Russian invasion, Human Rights Watch

accused Moscow of overseeing the “wide-scale pillag-
ing and burning of Georgian homes and the killing,
beating, rape and threatening of civilians” by South

Ossetian forces. Vanishvili is one of the few Georgians
to remain in South Ossetia after the bloody conflict, as
most of his family and relations were forced to flee in
what the EU has described as “ethnic cleansing”. 

“Eighty Georgian families lived here before the war,
only me and my grandson stayed,” he said. “Ossetians
told my grandson that if he tried to cross the border,
they will catch him, take him to Russia and throw him
in jail.” It’s a threat that appears to be very real.
Authorities in Tbilisi believe 126 ethnic Georgians
were detained by separatist forces last year alone. In
February, one of the detainees, a 35-year-old veg-
etable seller Archil Tatunashvili, was tortured to death
in a South Ossetian prison.  His mutilated body was
only returned to his family after weeks of diplomatic
negotiations by Western countries.

Turning up the heat 
Prosecutors from the International Criminal Court

— which in 2016 opened an investigation into war
crimes committed during the conflict — estimate that
up to 18,500 ethnic Georgians were forcibly dis-
placed from South Ossetia. Despite fierce opposition
from Moscow, the UN General Assembly has adopted
10 resolutions calling for their “safe and dignified
return to their homes.” 

But a decade after the war, they still live in settle-
ments built for them across Georgia. And they blame
Russia for their plight. “Russia invaded Georgia to
prevent us from becoming a member of the European
Union and NATO, to keep the Caucasus in its claws,”
said 54-year-old refugee Gennady Zaridze. He now
lives in Tserovani, a windswept settlement built in

eastern Georgia for 2,000 families displaced from
South Ossetia’s Akhalgori district. Speaking to AFP,
Georgian President Giorgi Margvelashvili said he was
constantly urging Tbilisi’s Western allies to step up
pressure on the Kremlin to “end the occupation of
Georgian soil.” 

But countless rounds of internationally-mediated

talks launched in October 2008 in Switzerland to
resolve the conflict have so far brought little, if any,
progress. Margvelashvili stressed that Georgians
“must not lose hope”. That is “exactly” what Russia
wants them to do, he said. “They tell us: ‘Whatever
you do, your fate will be decided in Moscow.’ My
answer is: this is not the case.” —AFP

Authorities in Tbilisi believe 126 ethnic Georgians were detained

A decade after Russia war, plight 
of Georgian refugees continues

A picture taken with a drone on July 25, 2018 shows a refugee settlement in the village of
Khurvaleti. —AFP

Europe sizzles in heatwave 
as wildfire hits Portugal

MONCHIQUE: A man watches the progression of a wildfire in Monchique in
the Portuguese Algarve. —AFP

Argentina corruption scandal
built on 8 spiral notebooks


