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Japan fire kills 11
at elderly 
people home 
TOKYO: Eleven people were killed in northern
Japan after fire broke out at a home for elderly
people with financial difficulties, police said yes-
terday.  Television footage showed the three-
storey building engulfed in flames and dozens of
firefighters battling the blaze in snowy condi-
tions. Pictures of the aftermath showed the black-
ened husk of the building, whose roof had
apparently collapsed due to the fire.

The victims-eight men and three women-were
among 16 residents of the facility in Sapporo,
Hokkaido, run by a local organization. The other
five residents escaped, a police spokesman told
AFP, adding that authorities were investigating
the victims’ identities. Kenji Kikai, a local police
official, told AFP: “Of the five people who es-
caped, three people-two men and one woman-
were rushed to hospital. The two men were
slightly injured and the woman sustained moder-
ate injuries. “They are still hospitalized but the in-
juries are not life-threatening,” added Kikai.  Two
others escaped unharmed.

Police said they had launched a probe into the

cause of the fire first alerted at 11:42 pm (1442
GMT) Wednesday via an emergency call. The ac-
commodation was originally a Japanese inn built
around 50 years ago that was later turned into a
welfare home. The facility is aimed at supporting
elderly people with financial difficulties by offer-
ing low-cost accommodation and helping them
find work, public broadcaster NHK reported. It
is usually unstaffed overnight, according to local
media. As dawn broke, police and firefighters
were combing the blackened remains of furniture
in freezing temperatures.

“As there were many oil tanks (for kerosene
stoves) there, I heard a number of small explo-
sions,” a 67-year-old woman in the neighbor-
hood told Jiji Press. “Luckily, the only damage to
our house was some cracks on the window,” she
was quoted as saying. Another woman in the
neighborhood, 65, said when she spotted smoke
and flames while she was watching the total
lunar eclipse from the window of her house, Jiji
Press said.

“The smoke and flames were rising vertically.
If there had been wind, the damage would have
been bigger,” she told Jiji. “The surrounding area
was bright as if it was day because of efforts to
extinguish fire, and smoke lasted until near the
dawn,” she said. Others saw ash falling like snow
in the vicinity of the fire, local media reported. “It
was an awful fire. It spread so quickly and flames
were billowing,” said one woman neighbour, who
did not wish to be named. — AFP 

SALLANCHES: A French moun-
taineer who was rescued in a dramatic
night-time operation on Pakistan’s
“killer mountain” has told how she had
to leave her weak and bleeding climb-
ing partner and descend the peak
alone in darkness. Elisabeth Revol,
speaking exclusively to AFP from a
hospital in France’s Haute-Savoie re-
gion-where doctors are assessing
whether she will require amputa-
tions due to frostbite in her hands
and left foot-said rescuers urged
her to leave behind Tomek
(Tomasz) Mackiewicz, a Polish na-
tional. She earlier described the
decision as “terrible and painful”.

It was Revol’s fourth attempt,
and Mackiewicz’s third, to scale
the 8,125-metre Nanga Parbat
during the winter season, when
they ran into trouble amid frigid tem-
peratures and high winds. An elite
group of Polish climbers managed to
reach Revol but were unable to get to
Mackiewicz, who was stranded fur-
ther up the mountain. Revol, who
weighed just 43 kilograms following
her ordeal, left France on December
15 and began her adventure with
Mackiewicz on January 20.

A few days later, as they ap-

proached the summit, she says they
“felt good”. By early evening they fi-
nally reached the peak-making Revol
the first woman to scale the mountain
in winter, without oxygen or sherpa.
But their joy was shortlived. “Tomek
told me ‘I can’t see anything any-
more,’” Revol recalled. “He hadn’t
used a mask because it was a bit hazy

during the day and by nightfall he had
ophthalmia (an inflammation of the
eye). We hardly had a second at the
top. We had to rush to get down.”

Distress call 
Mackiewicz clung to Revol’s shoul-

ders and they began the long, difficult
descent in darkness. “At one point, he
couldn’t breathe,” Revol said. “He took
off the protection he had in front of his

mouth and he began to freeze. His
nose became white and then his
hands, his feet.” They huddled
overnight in a crevasse, trying desper-
ately to shelter from the biting wind.
But Mackiewicz no longer had the
strength to continue the descent and
by sunrise, his condition had deterio-
rated further. Revol recalls that he had

“blood streaming from his mouth”,
a sign of oedema-a buildup of
fluid in the body and the ultimate
stage of acute mountain sickness,
which can be fatal without urgent
treatment.

The mountaineer alerted every-
one she could that they needed
help but certain messages were
lost in transmission. Eventually, in-
structions came through from her
rescuers. “They told me, ‘If you go

down to 6,000 meters, we can pick
you up, and we can get Tomek at
7,200 meters.’” She added: “It wasn’t
a decision I made, it was imposed on
me.” To Mackiewicz, she remembers
simply saying: “Listen, the helicopter
will arrive late afternoon. I must go
down, they’ll come to get you.” Send-
ing her GPS coordinates to rescuers
and convincing herself that she would
survive, she took nothing with her for

the remainder of her journey- “not a
tent, not a duvet, nothing”.

Hallucinations 
Revol had thought the rescuers

would arrive late that afternoon but
when they didn’t turn up, she was
forced to spend another night down a
crevasse. But “I knew I was getting

out. I was in my hole and I was freez-
ing cold but I wasn’t in a desperate
situation. I was more worried for
Tomek, who was much weaker”. It
was then that she began to have alti-
tude-induced hallucinations, imagin-
ing that people were bringing her hot
tea-and that to thank them, she had to
give them her shoe.  — AFP 

Climber recalls her horror descent 
from Pakistan’s ‘killer mountain’

The first woman to scale the mountain in winter 

SALLANCHES: French mountaineer Elisabeth Revol talks to journalists during an
exclusive interview to AFP, on January 31, 2018 at the hospital. — AFP 

Bangladesh
journalists 
protest 
security bill
DHAKA: Hundreds of Bangladeshi journalists
took to the streets yesterday to protest
against a new digital security bill that cam-
paigners say would damage media freedom
in the country. The Digital Security Act 2018
approved by the cabinet this week would
mean a journalist could be convicted of es-
pionage for entering a government office and
gathering information secretly using an elec-
tronic device, an offence that would carry a
14-year jail sentence.

It also provides for a life sentence for
spreading “negative propaganda” about the
country’s war of independence or its found-
ing leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman using a
digital device. Media rights groups including
the International Federation of Journalists

(IFJ) have already condemned the bill, which
parliament has yet to vote on. “(The) IFJ be-
lieves the proposed act provides more
grounds to grossly misuse the provisions to
harass journalists and restrict freedom of ex-
pression,” the Brussels-based group said.

“It will also empower the law enforcers to
search or arrest anyone without any court-
issued warrants if a police officer believes
that an offence under the act has been com-
mitted or is being committed.” Around 200
Bangladeshi journalists gathered in front of
the National Press Club in Dhaka on Thurs-
day to demand the government scrap the bill.
“If this draconian law is passed in the parlia-
ment, it will not only curb investigative jour-
nalism, but also all kinds of reporting,” said
M. Abdullah, general secretary of the Federal
Union of Journalists.

Scores of journalists also posted photos of
themselves on Facebook holding placards
saying “I am a spy” in protest at the espionage
clause. Among them was television journalist
Kaberi Maitraya, who said much of her re-
porting work would be considered criminal
under the bill. “I want to carry on working as
a journalist, so I’m declaring myself a spy
under the law,” she posted alongside her
image on the social media site. — AFP 

Terrible and
painful


