
ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
said yesterday he was ready to send troops to Libya if
requested by the internationally recognized govern-
ment in Tripoli.  “On the issue of sending soldiers... If
Libya makes such a request from us, we can send our
personnel there, especially after striking the military
security agreement,” he said in a televised appear-
ance.  Turkey signed a military agreement last month
with Libya’s Government of National Accord, led by
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj. 

It came after media reports that Russia had sent
200 mercenaries to support Libya’s military strongman
Khalifa Haftar, who is seeking to unseat the Tripoli-
based government. Russia has denied the reports, but
Erdogan said: “There is a security company from
Russia (in Libya) called Wagner. This company sent its
security staff there.” The Wagner Group is a shadowy
private security firm and thousands of its security con-
tractors are believed to be in foreign conflicts from
Syria to Ukraine to the Central African Republic.

At the same time as the military deal, Turkey
also signed a controversial maritime jurisdiction
agreement with Sarraj, giving sweeping rights for
Turkey to explore for oil in the Mediterranean.
“With the new line drawn (by the maritime agree-
ment), we will take steps to protect the interests of
Libya, Turkey and the TRNC (Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus). — AFP
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WHAKATANE: Tales of heroism, devastation and horri-
fying injuries emerged yesterday after New Zealand’s
smouldering White Island volcano exploded, killing an
estimated 14 people and turning what should have been
an intrepid day trip into a nightmare. The number of con-
firmed fatalities rose to six yesterday night after an
injured person died in an Auckland hospital, police said.

Eight more people were presumed dead after
Monday’s eruption, while dozens of others injured were
being treated in hospital burns units across the country.
Among the 47 people caught on the island during the
sudden blast were tourists from Australia, the United
States, Britain, China, Germany and Malaysia, as well as
local tour guides. As relatives of the missing faced an
agonizing wait to discover the fate of their loved ones,
police said conditions remained too dangerous for
recovery teams to set foot on the volcano.

Amid questions about how tourists were allowed on
the island, police said they were opening an investigation
into the circumstances of the deaths and injuries - but
they backtracked on suggestions it could lead to criminal
charges. Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern praised the
crews of four rescue helicopters for landing on the island
soon after the eruption. “Those pilots made an incredibly
brave decision under extraordinarily dangerous circum-
stances in an attempt to get people out,” she told
reporters.

Intensive care paramedic Russell Clark was among
those dispatched by helicopter to the volcano, which sits
semi-submerged 50 kilometers out to sea. He was con-
fronted by an “overwhelming” and “shocking” scene of
devastation. “We didn’t find any survivors,” he told
TVNZ, recalling a dust-covered helicopter grounded
with its rotor blades damaged. “It was like... I’ve seen the
‘Chernobyl’ mini-series and it was just everything was
just blanketed in ash. “I can only imagine what it was like
for the people there at the time - they had nowhere to go
and an absolutely terrible experience for them.”

New Zealander Geoff Hopkins’ tour boat was leaving
the island when a huge plume burst from the volcano - at

what scientists said was supersonic speed - followed by a
“menacing” cloud of grey ash. Despite the danger,
Hopkins said the boat moved closer to the shore after
seeing survivors jump from the island into the sea to
escape. “I don’t think there was anyone that came off who
wasn’t badly burnt,” he told the New Zealand Herald,
describing how victims screamed and went into shock as
fellow tourists tried to tend to their blistered skin.

‘Very hard day’ 
Top New Zealand health official Pete Watson said 27

of the 34 survivors were being treated for burns to more
than 71 percent of their bodies. “It’s important not to
underestimate the gravity of the injuries suffered,” he
said. After an initial rush, concerns about further erup-
tions, poisonous gases and choking ash stalled efforts to
recover bodies.

The risks were underscored yesterday when a large-
but-harmless 5.0 magnitude earthquake struck to the
east of the disaster zone. Ardern said New Zealanders
were mourning alongside those from overseas whose
nationals were caught up in the disaster. “To those who
have lost or are missing family and friends, we share in
your unfathomable grief and in your sorrow,” the prime
minister said, just months after managing another nation-
al crisis during Christchurch’s deadly twin mosque
attacks. Many of the victims are believed to be
Australian and Prime Minister Scott Morrison warned his
compatriots to brace for the worst. He said there were
fears that three of the five dead were Australian, and
another eight citizens were unaccounted for. “This is a
very, very hard day for a lot of Australian families whose
loved ones have been caught up in this terrible, terrible
tragedy,” he told reporters in Sydney.

The Malaysian government said one of its citizens had
died and two British women were confirmed among
those injured. With the island off-limits, Adelaide man
Brian Dallow was anxiously awaiting news about his son
Gavin, daughter-in-law Lisa, and her daughter Zoe
Hosking, 15. “All we know at the moment is they were on

the island and they’re been confirmed as missing,” he
told AFP. “As far as we know they didn’t get back on the
ship.” The eruption at White Island - also known as
Whakaari - occurred on Monday afternoon, spewing a
thick plume of white ash 3.6 kilometers (12,000 feet) into
the sky. At the time, visitors included a group of more
than 30 from a Royal Caribbean cruise ship, the Ovation

of the Seas, which left Sydney on a 12-day voyage last
week. The island in the picturesque Bay of Plenty
attracts more than 17,000 visitors every year and is mar-
keted as an experience for the adventurous traveler. But
the volcano’s threat level had been raised in recent days,
leading to questions about whether tour groups should
have been allowed to visit. — AFP 
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Death toll mounts; relatives of the missing face agonizing wait

Pompeo raises detained
American case with Egypt 
WASHINGTON: Secretary of State Mike Pompeo on
Monday raised with Egypt the case of a New York taxi driver
held for six years by the close US ally. The State Department
said Pompeo brought up human rights as he discussed the
“strong strategic partnership” with Egypt in a meeting with
Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry. “The secretary also raised
concerns over press freedom, human rights and Americans
detained in Egypt, including Moustafa Kassem,” the State
Department said in a statement.

Kassem, who is originally from Egypt, was arrested in 2013
on a visit back to Cairo as authorities cracked down on
protests against the now president, Abdel Fattah El-Sisi, who
had seized power in a coup. Kassem denied he was joining
protests, saying he had gone out shopping during the visit
back from New York to see his wife and two young children.
He was nonetheless sentenced last year in a mass trial with
hundreds of defendants to 15 years in prison on charges of
trying to overthrow the government, according to his lawyers. 

President Donald Trump has developed a warm relation-
ship with Sisi, who overthrew an elected Islamist and has tak-
en a hard line against the Muslim Brotherhood. But human
rights groups say Sisi has clamped down heavily on freedoms,
with the Committee to Protect Journalists saying Egypt is the
third biggest jailer of journalists in the world after China and
Turkey. Pompeo last month called publicly on Egypt to
“respect freedom of the press and release journalists” after a
raid on news outlet Mada Masr, whose journalists were
ordered to unlock and hand over their phones and laptops.

More talks on dam 
The Egyptian foreign minister was in Washington for the

latest talks involving Ethiopia and Sudan to resolve a rift over
a massive dam that Ethiopia is building on the Nile. Sisi asked
for Trump’s mediation out of fear that the Grand Ethiopian

Renaissance Dam would disrupt the river that provides more
than 90 percent of parched Egypt’s drinking water. In a joint
statement, the three countries agreed to keep working to their
goal of a January 15 deal and said that two further meetings
would focus on technical details. The three foreign ministers
“recognize that there are substantial benefits to all three
countries in developing rules and guidelines to address
drought conditions,” said the statement released by the US
Treasury Department, which is leading the mediation. — AFP

Toxic bushfire
haze blankets 
east Australia 
SYDNEY: Toxic haze blanketed Sydney
yesterday triggering a chorus of smoke
alarms to ring across the city and forcing
school children inside, as “severe” weather
conditions fuelled deadly bush blazes along
Australia’s east coast. Fire engines raced
office-to-office in the city centre with
sirens blaring, as inland bushfires poured
smoke laden with toxic particles into com-
mercial buildings.

Emergency services responded to an
“unprecedented” 500 automatic call-outs
inside a few hours according to New South
Wales Fire and Rescue’s Roger Mentha. A
regional fire headquarters miles from the
nearest blazes was itself evacuated while
throngs of mask-wearing commuters
choked their way through thick acrid air
and the organizers of a harbor yacht race
declared it was unsafe to proceed.

“The smoke from all the fires is just so
severe here on the harbor that you just can’t
see anything, so it’s just too dangerous,”
said spokeswoman Di Pearson of an event
that normally foreshadows the famed
Sydney-Hobart yacht race. “The vision is
just so poor.” Some of the city’s commuter
ferries were also cancelled “due to thick
smoke” and school kids were kept inside at
breaktime and sent home early as pollution
levels soared far above “hazardous” levels.

For weeks the east of the country has

been smothered in smoke as drought and
climate-fuelled bushfires have burned. But
the scale of the problem yesterday shocked
even hardened residents. Bruce Baker - an
82-year-old who lives in Gosford, north of
Sydney - said he was skipping his daily
morning walk because of the smoke. “This
is the worst it’s been, for sure,” he told AFP.
“It dries your throat. Even if you’re not
asthmatic, you feel it.”

Authorities recommended that the vul-
nerable cease outdoor activity altogether
and that everyone stay inside as much as
possible, although one couple braved the
toxic air to get married on the waterfront
in front of Sydney Harbour Bridge shroud-
ed in smog. A cricket match between New

South Wales and Queensland also went
ahead, despite a barely visible ball.
Yesterday had been expected to bring
strong winds and high temperatures that
made for “severe conditions where embers
can be blown ahead of the fire into suburbs
and threaten properties.”

But New South Wales Rural Fire
Service said “deteriorating fire conditions
have been delayed by a thick blanket of
smoke” over the east of the state. As the
day developed there were nearly 100
bushfire incidents in the state of New
South Wales alone and dozens more in
Queensland. Total fire bans were put in
place across much of the east of the coun-
try and in large parts of western Australia.

Temperatures in some inland areas eased
past 44 degrees Celsius (111 Fahrenheit).

The ‘big dry’ 
To the northwest of Sydney, several

fires already burning for weeks have com-
bined to create a “megafire” that has
already destroyed 319,000 hectares of land,
mostly inside national parks. Prime Minister
Scott Morrison - who for weeks has not
commented on the smoke haze — defended
his government’s handling of the fires and
said there were no plans to professionalize
the countryside’s largely volunteer force.
“Our policy is sensible when it comes to
addressing and taking action on climate
change. Our actions on climate change are
getting the results they’re intended to get,”
he said. Morrison’s conservative coalition
has been criticized by former fire chiefs for
failing to heed warnings about climate
change. The crisis has been propelled by a
prolonged drought that has made vegeta-
tion tinder dry. The Bureau of Meteorology
has reported that Australia experienced its
driest November on record this year.

The “big dry” has left farmers desper-
ate and small towns facing the prospect of
running out of water completely. A swathe
of the east of the country has seen “rainfall
deficiencies” since early 2017 — almost
three years. Many dams in New South
Wales are empty and almost all are well
below capacity. Firefighters south of
Brisbane recently reported 1,000 liters of
water were stolen from tanks at their sta-
tion. Amid the shortage, yesterday also
saw the toughest water restrictions in a
decade being introduced for Sydney -
with curbs on everything from hosepipe
use to washing cars.— AFP 

WHAKATANE, New Zealand: New Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern (right) hugs a first responder from
the St John’s ambulance team at the Whakatane Fire Station yesterday. — AFP 

SYDNEY: Tourists wearing masks take photos as the Opera House is enveloped
in haze caused by nearby bushfires yesterday. — AFP 

Caring killer whale 
grandmothers help 
calves survive 
WASHINGTON: Doting killer whale grandmoth-
ers help their grand calves survive, particularly in
times of food scarcity, scientists reported
Monday in a paper that sheds new light on the
evolutionary role of menopause. Orca females
stop reproducing in their thirties or forties but
can continue to live for decades more, a phenom-
enon known only to exist in humans and four oth-
er mammal species, all of which are whales.

It has been suggested that the trait evolved
because it allowed post reproductive females to
help their wider kin — referred to as the “grand-
mother effect” in people, but the theory had not
been tested in whales until now. “This is the first
non-human example of the grandmother effect in
a menopausal species,” senior author Daniel
Franks from the University of York said. “It has
also been shown in elephants, but they are able to
reproduce until the end of their lives. We current-
ly know of only five species that go through
menopause: the others are short-finned pilot
whales, narwhals and beluga.”

Writing in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, Franks and colleagues
examined more than 40 years of census data on
two killer whale groups off the coasts of the US
state of Washington as well as Canada’s British
Columbia. The individuals were identified by their
unique fin shapes, saddle patches and the pres-
ence of nicks and scratches, and sexed by the dis-
tinct pigmentation around their genitals as well as
adult fin size. Their relations to one another were
inferred through observations of social organiza-

tion, and mothers identified by their repeated
association with their young calves.

Babysitting 
The team, which also included scientists from

the University of Exeter, the US Center for
Whale Research and Canada’s Pacific Biological
Station, focused on 378 individuals known to
have a maternal grandmother. They found that
those whose grandmother died within the last
two years had a mortality rate 4.5 times higher
than those with a living grandmother, in the two
years following her death. The effect was signif-
icantly amplified in years of fish scarcity, which
the researchers judged through data on annual
catches of Chinook salmon, and diminished in
years of plenty.

“We have previously shown that post-repro-
ductive grandmothers lead the group around
foraging grounds, and that they are important in
doing that in times of need, when the salmon are
scarce,” Franks explained. “They are also known
to directly share food with younger relatives.
We also suspect babysitting,” he added. While
the researchers identified a grandmother effect
was at play, these benefits alone do not explain
why orca females lose reproductive capacity at
midlife:  elephant grandmothers help their
grandchildren too while continuing to breed
until they die.

The team wrote that continued reproductive
capacity might come at a cost for whales and for
humans, such as intergenerational conflict
between mothers and their daughters in competi-
tion for males. “In killer whales, when mothers and
daughters cobreed, the calves of mothers from
(the) older generation have significantly higher
mortality,” the paper said. Moving forward, the
researchers would like to hone in more precisely
on how members of the close-knit family-based
species help and harm each other, using drones to
examine these behaviors. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (right) shakes
hands with Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry at the
Department of State on Monday. — AFP 


