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Firefighters
make progress
in California 
MENDOCINO: Thousands of firefighters,
backed by US troops and crews from as far away
as Australia and New Zealand, made progress
Wednesday in their battle with California’s
biggest wildfire on record-but the weather fore-
cast for the rest of the week is not promising, of-
ficials said.

Nearly 20 major fires have ravaged the
sprawling western state over the past two weeks,
fanned by strong winds and sweltering tempera-
tures. The wildfires have left at least nine people
dead, including four firefighters, and forced tens
of thousands of residents to abandon their homes.

“It’s scary, it’s nerve-wracking,” said Jay
Michael, who was resting in a van in a parking lot
in Clearlake Oaks with Gretchen Fritsch after they
fled their home. “I got a feeling my home’s still
there,” Michael told AFP. “My gut’s telling me it’s
still there but...” He said it was the eighth time they
have evacuated while living in the area north of
San Francisco, and the third time this year.

The National Weather Service said conditions
were expected to remain very hot and windy until
at least Saturday evening. While no respite was
expected from the weather, authorities said the

14,000 firefighters battling the blazes have made
progress against the giant Mendocino Complex
Fire in the state’s north-made up of the River Fire
and the Ranch Fire.

The Mendocino Complex Fire has ravaged
300,000 acres (120,000 hectares) — an area ap-
proximately the size of Los Angeles-and is Cali-
fornia’s largest wildfire since record-keeping
began a century ago. The River Fire is 81 percent
contained, having burned 48,920 acres, Cal Fire
said. The Ranch Fire has grown to 251,000 acres
and is 46 percent contained.

Fire sweeps over barriers 
Overall, the Mendocino Complex Fire has de-

stroyed at least 221 structures, 116 of them resi-
dences, Cal Fire said. More than 10,000 other
structures are threatened. The Ranch Fire, which
poses the biggest challenge, has swept across
natural barriers like rivers, as well as a ditch dug
with earth-moving machinery.

“The River Fire is looking really good, looks
like we’ve got some good containment line around
that fire,” said California firefighters’ spokesman
Kevin Sweeney. “So the focus now is on the north
and east line of the Ranch Fire-also, we’re looking
at the southern border,” he said. Helicopters and
airplanes, including two massive DC-10s and a
747 jumbo jet, have supported firefighters by
dousing the flames with water.

Besides firefighters from around the country
and abroad, about 1,000 National Guard person-
nel are supporting wildfire operations in Califor-
nia, with another 450 in Oregon and 170 in

Washington state. The Carr Fire, near the town of
Redding, has engulfed more than 173,000 acres
since igniting July 23, killing seven people so far,
including two firefighters.  As of early Wednesday,
firefighters had managed to get it 47 percent con-
tained. Another major fire, Ferguson, has left two
people dead and forced the closure of part of
Yosemite National Park. It is currently 43 percent
contained. In southern California near San Diego,
hundreds of firefighters have been deployed to
tackle the fast-moving Holy Fire.

Forrest Gordon Clark, 51, was arrested on sev-

eral charges including two counts of arson in re-
lation to that blaze. Cal Fire officials said a shift in
the weather can make a big difference for fire-
fighting crews- lower temperatures give crews a
chance to slow fire growth and better contain
them. On Monday alone, 127 wildfires were burn-
ing on 1.6 million acres of land in 11 states, the Na-
tional Interagency Fire Center said. The
Mendocino Complex Fire is the second blaze to
break records in California in as many years, fol-
lowing the Thomas Fire in December 2017 that
destroyed 281,893 acres. — AFP 

NEW YORK: US House Republican and Trump
loyalist Chris Collins, who has been indicted by
federal prosecutors for securities fraud, re-
mained defiant Wednesday as he vowed to clear
his name and secure re-election. Collins was ar-
rested and charged along with his son Cameron
Collins and another defendant for their role in il-
legal trading of stock in Australian biotech firm
Innate Immunotherapeutics, where the elder
Collins was a board member, according to the
indictment, which was
just unsealed.

“As I fight to clear my
name, rest assured I will
continue to work hard for
the people and con-
stituents of the 27th Con-
gressional District of
New York, and I will re-
main on the ballot run-
ning for re-election this
November,” he told a
press conference late Wednesday. Collins, 68,
“tipped his son to confidential corporate infor-
mation at the expense of regular investors. And
then he lied about it to law enforcement to cover
it up,” according to Geoffrey Berman, the US At-
torney for the Southern District of New York.

Cameron Collins then used the insider infor-
mation “to make timely trades in Innate stock
and tip others,” the indictment alleges. Among
the charged co-conspirators was Cameron’s fi-
ancee’s father, Stephen Zarsky. Innate had been

developing a drug to treat multiple sclerosis, but
in June 2017 the drug’s clinical trial was declared
a failure.

As a board member, Collins was informed of
the “extremely bad news” by the company’s
chief executive before the findings were publi-
cized. Collins was a major investor in the com-
pany, owning millions of dollars’ worth of its
stock. He himself did not trade any of his hold-
ings ahead of the negative report’s publication,

in part because he was
already under investiga-
tion by the Office of
Congressional Ethics
regarding his holdings.
His stock ultimately de-
clined by millions of dol-
lars in value when the
share price plummeted
by 92 percent one day
after the trial results
were released, federal

prosecutors said. But he knowingly broke the
law by alerting his son to the privileged data be-
fore its publication, it added.

‘Meritless’ charges 
The trades allowed Cameron Collins, Zarsky

and others “to avoid over $768,000 in losses
that they would have otherwise incurred” if they
sold the stock after the announcement, accord-
ing to the indictment. Lawyers for the congress-
man insisted he had done nothing wrong and

would be “completely vindicated.”
Collins told reporters he was “proud” of his

affiliation with Innate. “I may have lost most of
the money that I invested in the company, but I
took the chance to bring relief to those who deal
with the dreadful disease of secondary progres-
sive MS every day,” he said. “The charges that
have been levied against me are meritless, and I
will mount a vigorous defense in court to clear
my name.”

Collins, who represents Buffalo’s suburbs and
other counties in western New York, was the
first House Republican to openly support
Trump’s bid for the party’s nomination in the
2016 race, and he has remained loyal to the pres-
ident. House Speaker Paul Ryan said the allega-
tions demand a “thorough investigation.” But he
stopped short of a harsh reprimand, stating only
that Collins will be removed from the House En-
ergy and Commerce Committee. — AFP 
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ALEXANDRIA: Kevin Downing, attorney for former Trump campaign manager Paul Manafort, arrives at
the Albert V Bryan United States Courthouse. — AFP 

LODOGA: Smoke from the Mendocino Complex fire hangs over a valley. — AFP 
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