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News in brief

Philippine cyclone kills 22 

MANILA: At least 22 people have died due to land-
slides and flooding triggered by a tropical cyclone
that brought heavy rains to central Philippines, a dis-
aster agency official said yesterday. The people,
including a three-year-old boy, were reported dead
as of  yesterday morning, said disaster agency
spokesman Edgar Posadas, after a tropical cyclone
barrelled through the eastern Visayas and Bicol
regions on Saturday. A regional office of the disaster
agency said it was working to confirm the deaths of
38 people in the Bicol region, located south of the
main island of Luzon. —Reuters 

Colombia slams plot to kill prez 

BOGOTA: Colombia’s foreign minister on Saturday con-
demned an alleged plot to kill President Ivan Duque and
said three Venezuelan citizens had been detained in pos-
session of “weapons of war”. “For several months there
have been intelligence probes into possible attacks
against the life of the president,” Carlos Holmes Trujillo
said in a video on the ministry’s social media accounts.
He added that three Venezuelans in possession of
“weapons of war” had been captured in connection with
such plots, without going into further details. In a sepa-
rate statement, Trujillo said that the threats came from
“internal and external actors”. —AFP 

Taleban dismiss govt talks offer

KABUL/PESHAWAR: The Taleban have rejected
Kabul’s offer of talks next month in Saudi Arabia where
the militants, fighting to restore strict Islamic law in
Afghanistan, will meet US officials to further peace
efforts, a Taleban leader said yesterday. “We will meet
the US officials in Saudi Arabia in January next year and
we will start our talks that remained incomplete in Abu
Dhabi,” a member of the Taleban’s decision-making
Leadership Council told Reuters. “However, we have
made it clear to all the stakeholders that we will not talk
to the Afghan government.” A close aide to President
Ashraf Ghani said the government would keep trying to
establish a direct line of diplomatic communication with
the Taleban. —Reuters 

15 killed in joint French-Niger op 

PARIS: Some 15 suspected militants have been killed
near the Niger-Mali border by a joint Franco-Nigerien
task force, the French military high command said. “On
the night of December 27 (...) an air raid mounted by
fighters and Tiger attack helicopters struck” militants
gathered near Tongo Tongo, in southwestern Niger, the
high command said in a tweet overnight. Overall, about
15 militants were “put out of action”, a term generally
used by the military to say they were killed. During the
sweep, “some 20 motorbikes were recovered, along with
26 weapons, including machine guns, and ammunition,
the high command said. —AFP 

Agung volcano spews ash 

JAKARTA: A volcano on the Indonesian holiday island
of Bali erupted yesterday, belching ash high into the
air and over nearby vil lages as officials warned
tourists to keep clear of the area. Mount Agung has
been erupting periodically since it rumbled back to life
in 2017, when it grounded hundreds of flights and left
120,000 visitors stranded. Yesterday morning, the vol-
cano - which is about 70 km from the tourist hub of
Kuta - sent ash skywards as it erupted for about three
minutes, according to the country’s volcanology cen-
ter. In the latest eruption, several villages on Bali were
covered in a thin layer of ash but no smoke or lava was
detected coming from the crater and no evacuation
has been ordered.  —AFP 

CIGONDONG/JAKARTA: As Indonesia reels from the
carnage of yet another natural disaster, authorities
around the globe are working on how they can prepare
for the kind of freak tsunami that battered coasts west of
Jakarta this month. The Dec 23 tsunami killed around
430 people along the coastlines of the Sunda Strait, cap-
ping a year of earthquakes and tsunamis in the vast
archipelago, which straddles the seismically active Pacific
Ring of Fire. No sirens were heard in those towns and
beaches to alert people before the deadly series of
waves hit shore.

Seismologists and authorities say a perfect storm of
factors caused the tsunami and made early detection
near impossible given the equipment in place. But the
disaster should be a wake-up call to step up research on
tsunami triggers and preparedness, said several of the
experts, some of whom have traveled to the Southeast
Asian nation to investigate what happened. “Indonesia
has demonstrated to the rest of the world the huge vari-
ety of sources that have the potential to cause tsunamis.
More research is needed to understand those less-
expected events,” said Stephen Hicks, a seismologist at
the University of Southampton.

Most tsunamis on record have been triggered by
earthquakes. But this time it was an eruption of Anak
Krakatau volcano that caused its crater to partially col-
lapse into the sea at high tide, sending waves up to 5 m
high smashing into densely populated coastal areas on
Java and Sumatra islands. During the eruption, an esti-

mated 180 million cu m, or around two-thirds of the less-
than-100-year-old volcanic island, collapsed into the
sea. But the eruption didn’t rattle seismic monitors signif-
icantly, and the absence of seismic signals normally asso-
ciated with tsunamis led Indonesia’s geophysics agency
(BMKG) initially to tweet there was no tsunami.

Muhammad Sadly, head of geophysics at BMKG, later
told Reuters its tidal monitors were not set up to trigger
tsunami warnings from non-seismic events. The head of
Japan’s International Research Institute of Disaster,
Fumihiko Imamura, told Reuters he did not believe
Japan’s current warning system would have detected a
tsunami like the one in the Sunda Strait. “We still have
some risks of this in Japan...because there’s 111 active
volcanoes and low capacity to monitor eruptions gener-
ating a tsunami,” he said in Jakarta.

Scientists have long flagged the collapse of Anak
Krakatau, around 155 km west of the capital, as a con-
cern. A 2012 study published by the Geological Society
of London deemed it a “tsunami hazard”. Anak Krakatau
has emerged from the Krakatoa volcano, which in 1883
erupted in one of the biggest explosions in recorded his-
tory, killing more than 36,000 people in a series of
tsunamis and lowering the global surface temperature by
one degree Celsius with its ash.

Broken warning system
Some experts believe there was enough time for at

least a partial detection of last week’s tsunami in the 24

minutes it took waves to hit land after the landslide on
Anak Krakatau. But a country-wide tsunami warning
system of buoys connected to seabed sensors has been
out of order since 2012 due to vandalism, neglect and a
lack of public funds, authorities say. “The lack of an early
warning system is why Saturday’s tsunami was not
detected,” said disaster agency spokesman Sutopo
Nugroho, adding that of 1,000 tsunami sirens needed
across Indonesia, only 56 are in place. “Signs that a
tsunami was coming weren’t detected and so people did
not have time to evacuate.”

President Joko Widodo this week ordered BMKG to
purchase new early warning systems, and the agency lat-
er said it planned to install three tsunami buoys on the
islands surrounding Anak Krakatau. The cost of covering
the country is estimated at 7 trillion rupiah ($481.10 mil-
lion). That is roughly equivalent to Indonesia’s total dis-
aster response budget of 7.19 trillion rupiah for 2018,
according to Nugroho.

But other experts say even if this network had been
working, averting disaster would have been difficult.
“The tsunami was very much a worst-case scenario for
any hope of a clear tsunami warning: a lack of an obvi-
ous earthquake to trigger a warning, shallow water,
rough seabed, and the close proximity to nearby coast-
lines,” said seismologist Hicks.

In the Philippines, Renato Solidum, undersecretary
for disaster risk reduction, said eruptions from the
country’s Taal volcano had caused tsunami waves

before in the surrounding Taal Lake. He told Reuters
that what happened in Indonesia showed the need to
“re-emphasize awareness and preparedness” regarding
volcanic activity and its potential to trigger tsunamis in
the Philippines. The United States has also suffered
several tsunamis caused by volcanic activity, including
in Alaska, Hawaii, and Washington, according to the
national weather service.

More education
In Indonesia earlier this year, a double quake-and-

tsunami disaster killed over 2,000 people on Sulawesi
island, while at least 500 died when an earthquake flat-
tened much of the northern coastline of the holiday
island of Lombok. In a country where, according to gov-
ernment data, 62.4 percent of the population is at risk of
being struck by earthquakes and 1.6 percent by
tsunamis, attention is now focused on a continued lack of
preparedness. “Given the potential for disasters in the
country, it’s time to have disaster education be part of
the national curriculum,” Widodo told reporters after the
latest tsunami.

For Ramdi Tualfredi, a high school teacher who sur-
vived last week’s waves, these improvements cannot
come soon enough. He told Reuters that people in his
village of Cigondong on the west coast of Java and close
to Krakatau had never received any safety drills or evac-
uation training. “I’ve never received education on safety
steps,” he said. “The system...totally failed.”  —Reuters

Early detection near impossible given the equipment in place

Latest Indonesia tsunami raises global 
questions over disaster preparedness

DR Congo goes 
to the polls after 
troubled odyssey 
KINSHASA: Voters in the Democratic
Republic of Congo went to the polls yes-
terday in elections that will shape the
future of their vast, troubled country,
amid fears that violence could overshad-
ow the ballot. Millions of electors are
choosing a successor to President Joseph
Kabila, who is stepping down two years
after his term limit expired - a delay that
sparked bloody clashes and revived trau-
matic memories of past turmoil. The vote
gives DR Congo the chance of its first
peaceful transfer of power since it gained
independence from Belgium in 1960.

But analysts say the threat of violence
is great, given the many organisational
problems and wide-ranging suspicion of
Kabila. The election’s credibility has
already been strained by repeated delays,
the risk of hitches on polling day and
accusations that electronic voting
machines will produce a rigged result. On
the eve of the vote, talks between key
candidates to avert post-election violence
broke down.

Opposition frontrunners Martin Fayulu
and Felix Tshisekedi refused Saturday to
sign a proposed peace pledge, saying
election officials had failed to make sug-
gested changes to the text. The
announcement came after the pair had
met with the Independent National
Election Commission (CENI) as well as

Kabila’s preferred successor, Emmanuel
Ramazani Shadary. The UN, the United
States and Europe have loudly appealed
for the elections to be free, fair and
peaceful - a call echoed on Wednesday
by the presidents of Angola, Botswana,
Namibia, Zambia and the neighboring
Republic of Congo.

Opposition chance? 
Polling stations opened in the east of

the country a little after their scheduled
time of 0400 GMT and an hour later in
Kinshasa and the west. Kabila voted in
the capital along with his family, just min-
utes before Shadary also cast his ballot in
the same polling station. “I feel liberated,
freed,” said Victor Balibwa, a 53-year-old
civil servant and one of the first voters to
cast his ballot in Lubumbashi, the coun-
try’s mining capital in the southeast. “I’m
excited to vote, to be able to choose at
last. It’s my first election,” an 18-year-old
student named Rachel told AFP in the
eastern city of Goma, an opposition
stronghold.

Some polling stations opened late in
Goma and elsewhere. In one, electoral
officials were still adjusting voting
machines and in another a technician
needed to restart a machine that had bro-
ken down, an AFP reporter saw. The last
polls are due to close at 1600 GMT.
Provisional results are due on Jan 6.
Twenty-one candidates are contending
the presidential election, which is taking
place simultaneously with ballots for the
national legislature and municipal bodies.

The frontrunners include Kabila’s
champion Shadary, a hardline former

interior minister facing EU sanctions for a
crackdown on protesters. His biggest
rivals are Fayulu, until recently a little-
known legislator and former oil executive,
and Tshisekedi, head of a veteran opposi-
tion party, the UDPS. If the elections are
“free and fair,” an opposition candidate
will almost certainly win, according to
Jason Stearns of the Congo Research
Group, based at the Center on
International Cooperation at New York
University.

Opinion polls indicate Fayulu is clear
favorite, garnering around 44 percent of
voting intentions, followed by 24 percent
for Tshisekedi and 18 percent for Shadary,

he said. However, “the potential for vio-
lence is extremely high,” Stearns warned.
Between 43 and 63 percent of respon-
dents said they would not accept the
results if Shadary is declared winner, he
said. And between 43 percent and 53 per-
cent said they did not trust DRC’s courts
to settle any election dispute fairly.

However, Kabila said he was confident
“everything will go well on Sunday”. “I
want to reassure our people that meas-
ures have been taken with the govern-
ment to guarantee the safety of all sides,
candidates, voters and observers alike,”
he said in his end-of-year address broad-
cast Saturday. —AFP

KINSHASA: President of the Democratic Republic of Congo Joseph Kabila greets
some electoral observers after casting his vote at the Insititut de la Gombe
polling station yesterday. —AFP

Kim vows more 
summits with South 
next year: Seoul 
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un
vowed to meet the South’s President Moon
Jae-in “frequently” next year to discuss
denuclearization of the peninsula in a rare
letter sent to Seoul, Moon’s office said yes-
terday. The leader of the isolated North met
with Moon three times this year - twice at
the border truce village of Panmunjom and
once in the North’s capital Pyongyang - as
a reconciliatory push gathered pace.
During Moon’s visit to Pyongyang in
September, Kim promised to pay a return
visit to the South’s capital Seoul “at an ear-
liest date”, sparking speculation he may
visit by the end of this year. 

But the much-anticipated trip has not
yet materialized, which left the young ruler
feeling “much regret,” according to Kim’s
letter sent to mark the end of the year,
Moon’s spokesman said. The North’s leader

“expressed a strong determination to visit
Seoul while watching future situation,” Kim
Eui-kyeom told reporters. Kim Jong Un
also “expressed an intention to meet with
Moon frequently in 2019” to pursue peace
and “solve the issue of denuclearizing the
peninsula together,” the spokesman said.
The official did not elaborate on how the
letter was delivered. 

The two neighbors technically remain at
war after the 1950-53 Korean War ended
with a ceasefire instead of a peace treaty.
Moon - a dovish former human rights
lawyer - has advocated dialogue to push
the impoverished but nuclear-armed North
toward denuclearization. Cross-border ties
improved markedly in 2018 as Kim made a
series of reconciliatory gestures - including
a historic summit with US President Donald
Trump in June in Singapore. 

But progress in pushing the North to give
up its atomic arsenal has stalled as
Washington and Pyongyang accused each
other of dragging their feet and acting in
bad faith. Critics say North Korea has made
no concrete commitments and is unlikely to
surrender its nuclear weapons, while

Washington’s policy of maintaining pressure
through isolation and sanctions has left
Pyongyang seething. Trump said last week

that he was “looking forward” to his second
summit with Kim, which the US says may
take place early next year.  —AFP 

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un waves during a photo session with partici-
pants of the 4th National Meeting of Activists in the Agricultural Field, which
was held at an undisclosed location on Dec 25-26, 2018. —AFP 

Botswana leader, 
predecessor feud 
over Trump remarks 
GABORONE, Botswana: A feud between Botswana
President Mokgweetsi Masisi and his predecessor
Ian Khama has erupted afresh after the ex-leader
condemned US President Donald Trump as “arrogant
and racist”. Masisi, who was hand-picked by Khama,
took power in April when Khama stepped aside after
serving the maximum 10 years in office. But the two
men have since fallen out in a public spat that threat-
ens to undermine Botswana’s carefully-crafted repu-

tation for stable government.
Masisi last month used his first state-of-the-nation

address to openly attack his predecessor, saying the
“transition from the previous administration has not
been as smooth as expected”. Then, addressing vil-
lagers last week during a meeting in his capacity as a
traditional chief in his rural home of Serowe, Khama
described Trump as “arrogant and racist”. The foreign
ministry issued a statement on Saturday dissociating
itself from the remarks. “These disparaging remarks...
do not in any way represent the position of the govern-
ment of Botswana,” said the ministry.

It said Khama is entitled to his personal views, “but
the ministry is concerned that the usage of the kgotla
(traditional) meeting by the former president to casti-
gate a president of another country may be miscon-
strued as espousing an official position of the govern-

ment”. Yesterday, Khama said he would not give up
criticizing poor governance and violation of democratic
principles and human rights by other countries. “The
ministry is free to abandon those principles and ignore
Donald Trump’s present and past disrespectful tenden-
cies which he clearly displayed... sometime ago, in the
way he referred to countries in Africa,” he said in a
statement.

Earlier this year Trump reportedly referred to African
nations as “sh**hole countries”. “I am proud that when I
was president, Botswana was one of those that criticized
him over those insulting and racist remarks,” said Khama.
Trump’s “attitude is motivated by what I have said before
and I repeat again, his arrogance, intolerance, extrava-
gance, and his allergy to telling the truth”. The latest spat
has again laid bare the frosty relations between Khama,
65 and Masisi, 57. —AFP


