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MOSCOW: The Kremlin lauded two Russian pilots
as heroes and said they would be handed state
awards after they landed an airliner carrying 233
people in a cornfield outside Moscow after striking
a flock of birds during take-off. Russians have said
it was a miracle that no one was killed when the
Ural Airlines Airbus 321 came down in a field south-
east of Moscow with its landing gear up after hit-
ting a passing flock of gulls, disrupting the plane’s
engines. Up to 55 people, including 17 children,
were treated for injuries, six of whom have been
hospitalized, Russian news agencies quoted the
emergencies ministry as saying.

State television said the incident was being
dubbed the “miracle over Ramensk”, the name of
the district near Moscow where the plane came
down around one kilometer from Zhukovsky Inter-
national Airport. The Komsomolskaya Pravda
tabloid praised pilot Damir Yusupov as a “hero,”
saying he had saved 233 lives, “having masterfully
landed a plane without its landing gear with a fail-
ing engine right in a corn field.”

Some drew comparisons with US Airways Flight
1549 which performed a landing on the Hudson
River in New York in 2009 after striking a flock of
geese. “We congratulate the hero pilots who saved
people’s lives,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov
said, adding that the Kremlin would see that the
men were quickly given state honors. “There’s no
doubt about this. They will be given awards.”

Belly-flop landing
The plane’s engines were turned off when it ex-

ecuted the emergency landing and it also had its
landing gear up, according to Elena Mikheyeva, a
spokeswoman for Russia’s civil aviation authority.
Footage shot by passengers showed the flight
lasted less than two minutes and that the engines
had experienced difficulties almost immediately
after take-off. 

Vitya Babin, 11, who was on the plane with his
mother and sister, said passengers had not been
warned there was going to be an emergency land-
ing. There was silence in the cabin and then
screams began when it touched down, footage
showed. “We were not warned,” said Babin. An un-
named passenger interviewed by state television
said the plane had started to shake moments after
it took off.

“Five seconds later, the lights on the right side
of the plane started flashing and there was a smell
of burning. Then we landed and everyone ran
away,” he said. Passengers were evacuated via es-
cape slides and were told to distance themselves
from the plane. “One of the stewardesses said there
was smoke coming from the plane and we immedi-
ately panicked. We ran after one of the men. He said
follow me,” Babin said. A local resident quoted by
radio station Govorit Moskva said the gulls that
struck the plane had probably come from an illegal
rubbish dump near Zhukovsky airport.

Moscow region officials, however, rejected that
assertion and said the nearest rubbish dump to the
airport was 14 kilometers away, TASS news agency
reported. The plane was due to fly to Simferopol in
Crimea, the peninsula annexed by Russia from

Ukraine in 2014. Safety concerns have plagued
Russia’s airline industry since the 1991 collapse of
the Soviet Union, though standards are widely rec-
ognized to have sharply risen on international
routes in particular in recent years. —Reuters
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MOSCOW: This handout picture shows the Ural Airlines A321 plane after a hard landing on a corn field near
Moscowís Zhukovsky airport. —AFP 

In Canada, woman 
takes on stereotypes 
as a drag king
MONTREAL: Melodie Rousseau is an actress by day, but at night,
the 33-year-old Canadian makes herself up as a man - and takes
the stage at Montreal’s cabaret halls as a drag king. Performing in
drag is not only a means of artistic expression - it’s a political state-
ment by Rousseau and others looking to step out of the formidable
shadow of the better-known drag queens. Rousseau, who performs
as Rock Biere, needs two and a half hours for her transformation.
On her slender face, she uses a make-up brush to draw the eye-
brows and contours that define her alter ego. 

“It’s about erasing the woman to create this virile male,” she
says with a laugh. Little by little, Rock Biere’s more masculine jaw-
line emerges. Rousseau straps down her breasts and creates de-
fined abs. She sticks fake hair on her chest and chin. While drag
queens have entered the mainstream thanks to shows like “RuPaul’s
Drag Race,” drag kings are still under the radar. In Quebec
province, they can be counted on one hand, according to veteran
Canadian drag king Charli Deville.

Deville says only four drag kings are featured on a regular basis
at Montreal’s bars, as opposed to about 80 drag queens. Rousseau
was running a cafe and working as an actress in her own theater
company when Rock Biere became part of her life last year. At first,
she was not interested in performing, but her girlfriend “forced”
her, she says with a smile. “There is of course a political side to it
all, for a woman to take on a male persona,” the actress says. “It’s a
bit dangerous for a woman to dare to adopt the physique of the
dominant sex.” —AFP

Istanbul ill-prepared 
for Big One, 20 years 
after deadly quake 
ISTANBUL: Twenty years after a devastating earthquake
ravaged the northwest of Turkey, Istanbulites live with the
knowledge that another “Big One” is unavoidable, and that
their city of 16 million is not prepared. On Saturday, Turkey
will mark the anniversary of the 7.4-magnitude quake that
hit Izmit - around 100 kilometers east of Istanbul - on Au-
gust 17, 1999, killing at least 17,400 people, including 1,000
within the economic capital of the country. 

The question for seismologists is not if another earth-
quake will hit Istanbul, which lies along the volatile North
Anatolian tectonic plate. The only question is when. Sukru
Ersoy, a specialist at the city’s Yildiz Technical University,
estimates it could come within the next decade.  “In the
worst case, the quake could reach a magnitude of 7.7,” he
said. “Is Istanbul ready for that? Sadly not.” According to
him, such a quake would destroy thousands of buildings,
leaving a “terrifying” number of dead and paralyzing
Turkey’s economic and tourist hub. 

The former capital of the Ottoman empire has suffered
many earthquakes through its long history. In 1509, the city
was shaken so badly that the Ottoman authorities referred
to the incident as “the little apocalypse”.  Since then, a
rapid-response unit - the Disaster and Emergency Man-
agement Authority - has been created, quake-proof hos-
pitals have been built, and systems to cut gas lines installed.
But experts say the main problem is that Istanbul has tens
of thousands of poorly-built buildings, thrown up during

the construction boom of recent decades with little regu-
latory oversight. 

Fatalism
The 1999 quake showed how many buildings had been

built using dodgy cement made from unsuitable sand
dredged from the sea.  “There was a moment of reflection
just after the 1999 earthquake,” said Nusret Suna, head of
the Chamber of Building Engineers for Istanbul. “But with
time, fatalism took over again. People said ‘It’s destiny’ and
people moved on to other things.”

Although regulations have become stricter in the past
20 years, the collapse of a residential building in Istanbul
this February, in which 20 people were killed, renewed fears
about the solidity of the city’s infrastructure. There have
been efforts to rebuild “at-risk” buildings in sturdier fash-
ion, but Suna said a much bigger mobilization is needed to
reach basic levels of earthquake-proofing. 

The new mayor of Istanbul, Ekrem Imamoglu, has vowed
to fast-track a plan, including efforts to provide more green
spaces - notoriously lacking in the city - that can be used
to gather survivors. In theory, each neighborhood is sup-
posed to have an assembly point for this purpose, but many
have been lost under new parkings and shopping centers.
Without rapid changes, Istanbul risks being plunged into
“real chaos” by a serious quake, warned Recep Salci, head
of the non-government Search and Rescue Association,
which was a key first-responder in 1999.  

“We cannot prevent an earthquake, but we can enor-
mously reduce its consequences,” he said, citing the exam-
ples of Japan and Chile, which are similarly vulnerable but
have taken radical measures to brace themselves. Suna, at the
chamber of engineers, said it would take 15 to 20 years to
fully prepare Istanbul. “Since 1999, 20 years have been lost.
But we must not be discouraged from the task.”  —AFP


