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Australians flee bushfires 
as political heat climbs

Hazardous smoke blankets Sydney, children urged to stay inside 

BANGKOK:A shallow 6.1-magnitude earthquake hit northwest-
ern Laos near the Thai border yesterday, the United States Ge-
ological Survey reported, alarming locals who felt buildings
shake as far away as Bangkok. The quake hit at 6:50am, roughly
three hours after a 5.7-magnitude earthquake in the same region
triggered an immediate suspension to Laos’ largest-capacity
power plant located near its epicenter. 

Tremors could be felt more than 700 kilometers away in the
Thai capital, where Pope Francis is currently on a four-day visit.
“The shaking... was the main shock from a quake in Laos at 6:50
am and was felt in northern and northeastern Thailand and
Bangkok and suburbs,” said Sophon Chaila, an official at the Thai
Meteorological Department.

The department said the quake affected nine provinces in
Thailand and there were four lesser aftershocks. It also be-
came a top trending topic on Twitter in Thailand, as locals
shared videos of swaying overhead lights and rattling window
blinds in office buildings. Residents in the Vietnamese capital
Hanoi also felt buildings sway. “The ceiling lights were shaking
quite strongly. I felt dizzy and scared,” said Hanoi resident Tran
Hoa Phuong, who felt the earthquake in her 27-storey apart-
ment building. 

After the first quake, the 1,878-megawatt Hongsa Power Plant
— Laos’ largest-capacity thermal energy generator - immedi-
ately suspended operations according to a statement from the
Thai-owned company.  No “fundamental” damages or injuries
have been found so far, “merely damages to the external texture
of the buildings”, it said, adding that Hongsa is expected to take
24 hours to complete its inspection. —AFP 

Strong quake hits 
Thai-Lao border

SYDNEY: Firefighters battled hundreds of
bushfires across Australia yesterday as scores of
blazes sprang up in new locations, triggering
warnings that it was too late for some residents
to evacuate. As Thick smoke blanketed the most
populous city of Sydney for a third day, resi-
dents were urged to keep children indoors, step-
ping up pressure on Prime Minister Scott
Morrison to tackle climate change. By early af-
ternoon, dozens of fires were burning across the
southeastern state of Victoria and temperatures
of 40.9 Celsius (105.6 F) in Melbourne, its cap-
ital, matched the hottest day on record in 1894,
Australia’s weather bureau said.

Authorities warned residents of towns about
50 km north of Ballarat, the state’s third largest
city, that it was too late for them to evacuate
safely. “You are in danger, act now to protect
yourself,” fire authorities said in an alert. “It is
too late to leave. The safest option is to take
shelter indoors immediately.” Blazes across sev-
eral states have endangered thousands of peo-
ple, killing at least four people this month,
burning about 2.5 million acres of farmland and
bush and destroying more than 400 homes.

The early arrival and severity of the fires in
the southern hemisphere spring follows three
years of drought that experts have linked to cli-
mate change and which have left bushland tin-
der-dry. With 10 days remaining to the official

start of summer, extreme temperatures and high
winds have sparked wildfires in new areas, even
as firefighters tracked the crisis across the main-
land, the Northern Territory and the island of
Tasmania.

In Victoria, power to more than 100,000
homes was knocked out amid lightning strikes
and strong, gusty winds of more than 110 kph
(68 mph) that knocked tree branches into power
lines, ahead of a cool change expected to bring
relief in the evening. The extensive damage was
likely to leave some customers without power
through the night as utilities worked to restore
networks and fix downed powerlines, a spokes-
woman for power provider Ausnet said.

State authorities issued its first Code Red
alert in a decade, signifying the worst possible
bushfire conditions, warning that should a fire
start it would be fast moving, unpredictable and
probably uncontrollable. In the state of New
South Wales, strong winds blew smoke from 60
fires still burning over much of Sydney, shroud-
ing the harbor city and its famous landmarks in
thick smog. The state imposed tough new water
curbs in Sydney from Dec. 10, when a key dam
is expected to be down to 45% capacity. Resi-
dents face fines if they use hoses to water their
gardens and wash their cars.

The unrelenting conditions have sharpened
attention on the climate change policies of Prime

Minister Scott Morrison, who rejected any link.
“Climate change is a global phenomenon, and
we’re doing our bit as part of the response to cli-
mate change,” Morrison told ABC radio. “To
suggest that, with just 1.3% of global emissions,
that Australia doing something differently - more
or less - would have changed the fire outcome

this season, I don’t think that stands up to any
credible scientific evidence at all.” Morrison’s
conservative government has committed to the
Paris Agreement for a cut in emissions from 26%
to 28% by 2030, versus 2005 levels. Critics say
current projections suggest it will miss that tar-
get and have urged remedial steps. —Reuters

MILDURA: This handout picture taken and released courtesy of Petra Johansson shows the sky
turning orange from dust storms caused by bushfires in Mildura in Victoria state.—AFP 

MANILA: A decade after 58 people were killed in the Philippines’
worst political massacre, none of the alleged masterminds have been
convicted yet, leaving families fearful that justice may never come.
Though a verdict is now due next month over the bloodshed that drew
international outrage, there is no guarantee of a conviction and the
painfully slow-moving trial could still be derailed by corruption or
even violence. “We are afraid for the life of the prosecutor or even our
judge,” said Mary Grace Morales, whose sister and husband were
among 32 journalists killed in the attack, making it one of world’s dead-
liest on media workers.

In the years since leaders of the Ampatuan political dynasty were
accused of masterminding the November 23, 2009 massacre, at least
four witnesses have been killed before they could testify and death
threats have been common. Ampatuan family leaders, who ruled the
impoverished southern province of Maguindanao, are charged with
organizing the mass killing in a bid to quash an election challenge from
a rival clan.

“We are just praying that nothing happens in the next month,”
added Morales, referring to the verdict that the Supreme Court or-
dered be delivered by December 20 for some 100 defendants. The
trial has moved at a glacial pace, with allegations of bribery and delay
tactics against the dynasty’s lawyers, which previously included Sal-
vador Panelo, now President Rodrigo Duterte’s spokesman. However,
even routine cases can take years to make it through the Philippine

court system, which is notoriously overburdened, underfunded and
vulnerable to pressure from the powerful.

Many people with a vested interest in halting the case remain free.
Of the nearly 200 defendants charged, about 80 are still at large, in-
cluding 14 Ampatuans. “These are dangerous people. They have been
involved in many killings,” Nena Santos, a lawyer who represents 38
of the victims’ families, said referring to the suspects. Santos said she
believes the prosecution will secure convictions of at least the main
players, but added “of course the final judgment depends on the
judge”. This case is particularly high-profile as it was carried out in
broad daylight on a convoy carrying an Ampatuan family rival’s wife,
relatives, lawyers and the journalists, who were killed in a hail of gun-
fire. Word spread quickly and the victims’ bodies were found in road-
side pits hastily dug with a government-owned excavator. The killing
drew international outrage and exposed how then Philippine president
Gloria Arroyo had tolerated the Ampatuans’ heavily-armed militia as
a buffer against Muslim rebels.  Experts warn that despite the outrage
and politicians’ promises of reform, many underlying factors in the
slaughter have not been rooted out in the Philippines. The killings
would not have been possible without a heavily armed militia, yet the
nation’s south is still awash in guns after generations of insurgency
and weak government control.

Deadly violence between rivals and supporters also remains a fact
in the country’s elections, where political power is a path to wealth in
a nation where millions live in deep poverty. Political power is fre-
quently concentrated in the hands of family dynasties, which get pro-
tection from national politicians in need of local votes. “Since the
massacre, and the subsequent arrest of some members of the Ampat-
uan family, the local power dynamics in Maguindanao have changed
very little,” Phil Robertson, Human Rights Watch’s deputy Asia direc-
tor, told AFP.

Though the Ampatuans no longer hold top elected posts in
Maguindanao, at least 25 of them won local seats in May’s elections,
results show. Sajid Ampatuan, who is charged with murder over the
massacre and spent five years in a Manila jail while on trial, has been
elected mayor twice since being released on bail. —AFP 

Fearful wait for justice 
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