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News in brief

Nepal bus crash kills 11

KATHMANDU: An overloaded bus plunged down a hill in
central Nepal, killing at least 11 and injuring 108 people, an
official said yesterday. The packed bus was ferrying pas-
sengers - who had been celebrating the Hindu festival of
Dashain - from Sindhupalchowk to neighboring
Kathmandu. But the crowded vehicle slipped and fell more
than 50 meters at a bend. “Six people were killed instantly
and five more passed away on the way to hospital or while
being treated,” district official Goma Devi Chemjong said.
Chemjong said 108 people were injured but only 39 were
kept for treatment. “We are investigating what caused the
accident,” she said. Accidents are common on Nepal’s
poorly maintained highways, with the number increasing
during the festival season when the roads are far busier
and public transport overcrowded. —AFP 

Two dead as boat sinks 

MEXICO CITY: A small boat carrying African migrants
off the coast of southern Mexico sank Friday, leaving two
people dead and one missing, authorities said. The boat
was traveling off the southern border state of Chiapas
when it listed to one side, pitching its occupants into the
water, the state prosecutor’s office said in a statement. A
39-year-old man was found dead, it added, washed up on
the shore. A second body was later located a few hundred
meters from the first. A search operation “managed to
rescue eight migrants alive,” the prosecutor’s office said,
adding one person was still missing. All were from
Cameroon, a country that has seen a growing exodus of
refugees amid an increasingly violent conflict between its
French- and English-speaking communities. —AFP 

Train smashes into bus

MEXICO CITY: A freight train smashed into a bus in
Mexico Friday, killing eight people and injuring seven,
authorities said. The bus driver tried to beat the
approaching train at a railroad crossing in the village of
La Valla, in the central state of Queretaro, but miscalculat-
ed, emergency officials said. Images from the scene
showed the wreckage of the bus upside-down along the
tracks, its top badly crumpled. “The injured are being tak-
en to the hospital and investigators are in the process of
identifying the deceased,” the local public security chief,
Angel Rangel, said on Twitter. Two of the injured are in
serious condition, officials said. The accident occurred
just outside the city of San Juan del Rio, an industrial hub
that receives heavy train, truck and bus traffic. —AFP

Huge haul of synthetic drugs

THE HAGUE: European police seized drugs worth 85 million
euros and arrested hundreds of suspects during a continent-
wide sweep last month, Europol announced Friday. The opera-
tion called “Joint Action Days 2019” in mid and late September
not only targeted the trade in synthetic drugs and new psy-
choactive substances, but also human trafficking, migrant
smuggling and environmental crime, the Hague-based law
agency said. Led by the Polish Central Bureau of Investigation
and joined by 15 other member states, the sting conducted by
more than 37,000 officers “targeted drug traffickers across
Europe,” Europol said. “These activities brought in an impor-
tant hit on drug trafficking networks, pulling drugs worth more
than 85 million euros ($93.5 million) out of the illegal market,”
Europol said, quoting preliminary results. —AFP 

NICOSIA: EU Council President Donald Tusk has con-
demned as attempted “blackmail” a threat by the Turkish
president to allow millions of refugees to head to Europe
if the bloc criticizes Ankara’s offensive in Syria. Tusk’s
comments came during a visit to EU member Cyprus,
where he also slammed Turkey over its “illegal” drilling off
the Mediterranean holiday island. 

Turkey is set to dominate the agenda at a meeting of
EU foreign ministers in Luxembourg on Monday-both for
the Syria operation and for its continued controversial
drilling operations off Cyprus. “Turkey must understand
that our main concern is that their actions may lead to
another humanitarian catastrophe, which would be unac-
ceptable,” Tusk said. 

“Nor will we ever accept that refugees are
weaponised and used to blackmail us. That is why I con-
sider yesterday’s threats made by President (Recep
Tayyip) Erdogan totally out of place,” he added. Erdogan
made his comments on Thursday in the face of mounting
condemnation from European governments of Ankara’s
long-threatened operation to enforce a buffer zone in
northeastern Syria to accommodate some of the 3.6 mil-
lion refugees currently living in Turkey.

“Hey EU, wake up. I say it again: if you try to frame
our operation there as an invasion, our task is simple: we
will open the doors and send 3.6 million migrants to you,”
the Turkish leader said. Under a 2016 agreement with the
EU, Turkey agreed to prevent refugees from leaving
towards Europe in exchange for six billion euros and
visa-free travel for its citizens, but has frequently criti-
cized the lack of assistance from Brussels.

Tusk condemned Turkey’s offensive, launched
Wednesday, saying it was “of grave concern and should
stop”.  “A military intervention will only make matters
worse,” he added, saying it would exacerbate instability
in the region, cause further civilian suffering and dis-
placement as well as undermine the fight against the
Islamic State group. Tusk said he was visiting Nicosia to
demonstrate the EU’s “full solidarity” in the face of
Turkey’s continued drilling activities in the waters off
Cyprus.

‘Unprecedented escalation’
“The European Council has strongly condemned these

illegal actions. And in light of the new drilling activities by
Turkey... I reconfirm that the EU stands united behind
you,” Tusk said after meeting Cypriot President Nicos
Anastasiades. He called on Ankara to end the drilling
activities, which “not only undermine the recent efforts to
resume Cyprus settlement talks, but... also undermine
good neighbourly relations between the EU as a whole
and Turkey”. 

Last week, Nicosia accused Turkey of defying the bloc
by sending another drilling ship to operate inside its
waters. According to the Cyprus government, the area
where the Turkish vessel is operating is clearly defined
under international law as Cypriot territorial waters.
“These actions constitute an unprecedented escalation of
Turkey’s illegal behavior and the most severe provocation
so far,” said Anastasiades. “We cannot remain idle,” he
added, saying there was a need for a more “concrete”
response to Turkey’s actions.

The EU has issued repeated statements condemning
the Turkish drilling bloc member Cyprus. Ministers will
have further talks Monday about possible sanctions
against individuals involved in the drilling. But while
Cyprus and Greece are pushing for such measures, diplo-
mats say other countries are more cautious, fearing that
sanctions could risk inflaming tensions with Ankara still
further. Turkey is opposed to Nicosia’s energy explo-
ration plans and wants a say in the development of
hydrocarbons in the region.

Ankara also demands Turkish Cypriots on the divided
island have their share of the profits from natural gas but
argues a Cyprus solution must be found first. Cyprus has
pushed ahead with exploring for offshore energy
resources despite the collapse in 2017 of UN-brokered
talks to end the country’s decades-long division. Turkey
has had troops stationed in the country since 1974 when
it invaded and occupied its northern third after a coup
sponsored by the military junta then ruling Greece.

Freeze weapons exports 
The Netherlands is to freeze all weapons exports to

Turkey in the aftermath of Ankara’s assault on Kurdish
forces in northern Syria, the Dutch foreign ministry said.
“The Netherlands have now decided to withhold all
license applications for the export of military goods to

Turkey pending the course of the situation,” the ministry
said in a statement sent to AFP.

The move comes in the wake of foreign trade minister
Sigrid Kaag’s announcement in the Dutch parliament
Thursday that all military license applications by Turkey
would be turned down “unless there is clear proof that
the goods are not being used in northeastern Syria”. The
Netherlands, which is part of an international coalition
against ISIS and a fellow NATO partner with Turkey also
called on EU member states to “exercise restraint and
closely follow the criteria for arms exports” to Turkey.

“We are deeply concerned about the humanitarian
aspect of this operation” which may “hinder the fight
against ISIS and stability in the region,” Dutch Deputy

Prime Minister Hugo de Jonge told journalists Friday at a
weekly news conference. The Netherlands is responsible
for about eight percent of Europe’s total arms exports to
Turkey, according to figures by the Amsterdam-based
research and campaign organization Stop Wapenhandel.

This included mainly parts for tanks and armoured
vehicles, as well as technology and parts for fighter
planes and attack helicopters, Stop Wapenhandel said
in a report released in 2017. Dutch Foreign Minister
Stef Blok on Wednesday summoned Ankara’s envoy to
protest Turkey’s deadly offensive against Kurdish
forces, effectively triggered this week by President
Donald Trump’s order to pull back US forces from the
Syrian border. —Agencies 

Netherlands to freeze weapons exports to Turkey

EU’s Tusk slams Erdogan’s threat 
of refugee surge as ‘blackmail’

MARSEILLE: People take part in a demonstration yesterday to support Kurdish militants as Turkey kept
up its assault on Kurdish-held border towns in northeastern Syria. —AFP

California bans 
private prisons 
and immigrant 
detention centers
LOS ANGELES: California on Friday
banned private prisons and immigrant
detention centers under a bill signed by
the liberal state’s governor. The measure
stipulates that beginning next year, the
state’s Department of Corrections and
Rehabilitation is prohibited from enter-
ing into or renewing a contract with a
private, for-profit prison to incarcerate
people.

The bill also calls for such facilities to

be phased out by 2028. “During my
inaugural address, I vowed to end pri-
vate prisons, because they contribute to
over-incarceration, including those that
incarcerate California inmates and those
that detain immigrants and asylum seek-
ers,” Newsom, who has repeatedly
sparred with the Trump administration
over immigration, said after signing the
bill. “These for-profit prisons do not
reflect our values,” he added

California lawmaker Rob Bonta, who
authored the bill, described the signing
as “a truly historic moment for
California.” “By ending the use of for-
profit, private prisons and detention
facilities, we are sending a powerful
message that we vehemently oppose the
practice of profiteering off the backs of
Californians in custody, that we will
stand up for the health, safety and wel-

fare of our people, and that we are com-
mitted to humane treatment for all,” he
told a news conference.

Rights advocates also hailed the
measure, pointing to what has been
described as inhumane conditions at
many of the private facilities where sev-
eral inmates have died in recent years.
Mario, a 31-year-old Mexican immigrant
who spoke at the news conference, said
he had spent six months at one of these
for-profit detention centers and had
“experienced first-hand the injustice, the
lack of medical care, the lack of nutri-
tious food, the lack of everything.” “This
is completely unacceptable,” he said.
“People’s lives are at stake and people’s
lives have been lost because of this.”

There are currently some 115,000
inmates being held at California prisons,
and approximately 1,700 of them are

housed in private facilities. The state
was previously notorious for its prison
overcrowding but federal judges in
2009 imposed a cap, leading to private-
ly outsourced incarceration. There are
currently four dedicated immigration
detention facilities in California with an
inmate population of about 3,700, offi-
cials say.  

Bryan Cox, acting press secretary for
US Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE) told local media that
the new bill signed Friday would not
deter immigration enforcement. “ICE
would simply have to transfer individu-
als a greater distance from their arrest
location,” he told local media. “The
greatest impact would be felt by
California residents, who would be
forced to travel longer distances to visit
friends and family in detention.” —AFP

Thousands evacuated as 
California wildfires rage
LOS ANGELES: Wind-driven wildfires forced the evacua-
tion of about 100,000 people in southern California Friday
and destroyed dozens of structures and homes as authori-
ties warned it could take days to extinguish the flames. By
Friday evening, the strongest blaze, dubbed the
Saddleridge Fire, had consumed 7,542 acres in areas of the
San Fernando Valley, about 20 miles north of downtown
Los Angeles, fire officials said.

They added that it had damaged or destroyed at least 31
structures and was 13 percent contained as of Friday
evening. One man in his 50s died of a heart attack as he
struggled to save his home in the Porter Ranch area, fire
officials said. The fire quickly got out of control after it
erupted late Thursday for unknown reasons in the city of
Sylmar, driven by low humidity and gusts known as the
Santa Ana winds.

“This is a very dynamic fire,” Los Angeles Fire
Department Chief Ralph Terrazas told a news conference.
“Do not wait to leave,” he urged residents. “If we ask you
to evacuate, please evacuate.” He said some 1,000 fire-
fighters, backed by water-dropping helicopters and planes
releasing fire retardants, were battling the blaze that forced
the shutdown of several major highways. The metro line in
the area was also closed as were schools and businesses.

“We’ve calculated that the fire is moving at a rate of
800 acres per hour,” Terrazas said, adding that it would
probably take days to get it under control. Some 200 fire-
fighters were meanwhile battling several other blazes in
Riverside County, east of Los Angeles, including one that

tore through a trailer park and was started by burning
trash. That blaze, dubbed the Sandalwood fire, destroyed
76 homes and buildings and killed an 89-year-old woman
who was unable to escape the flames. 

There were no immediate reports of injuries, but
authorities ordered several hundred homes in the area be
evacuated. The National Weather Service said it expects
the high winds fanning the flames to subside by Friday
evening, making it easier for firefighters to do their work. A
red flag warning - which indicates ripe conditions for wild-
fires - remains in effect through today.

In the dark
“That seems to be the new normal in California,”

lamented Sylmar resident Oscar Mancillas, as he helplessly
watched the flames spread in the hillside near his home. “I
mean the vegetation is so dry... but we’re kind of lucky
because it didn’t grow back from the last fire,” he told AFP.
“In California you have to be earthquake ready and you
have to be fire ready... and for those of us who have a fami-
ly, it’s a little daunting sometimes.”  

The wildfires in the south erupted as California’s largest
utility, Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E), implemented rolling
power blackouts that affected some two million people in
northern California this week. About 312,000 customers
remained in the dark Friday as a result of the shutoffs
designed to reduce the threat of wildfire that can be
sparked by lines downed in heavy winds. Many schools
and universities were also closed in northern parts of the
state as people stocked up on gasoline, water, batteries and
other basics, with frustration mounting at the blackouts
condemned by some as “third world.”

“We’re seeing a scale and scope of something that no
state in the 21st century should experience,” Governor

Gavin Newsom said Thursday, blaming decades of what he
called neglect and mismanagement by PG&E. “This is not,
from my perspective, a climate change story as much as a
story about greed and mismanagement over the course of
decades,” Newsom said. “Neglect, a desire to advance not
public safety but profits.”

PG&E has defended the outages as necessary for safety
reasons and has said it will take days before power is
restored to all customers as inspections must be conducted
on all power lines and equipment before the lights can be
turned back on. “This is not how we want to serve you but
blackouts can happen again,” Bill Johnson, the CEO of the
company said Thursday. Last November, PG&E’s faulty
power lines were determined to have sparked the deadliest
wildfire in the state’s modern history, which killed 86 and
destroyed the town of Paradise. —AFP

PARADISE: Photo shows a burnt car as a gas station remain vis-
ible after the ‘Camp’ fire tore through the region near Pulga, east
of Paradise, California. —AFP

Acting US homeland 
security chief Kevin
McAleenan resigns
WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump announced
late Friday that acting US homeland security chief Kevin
McAleenan has resigned, becoming the latest in a long list of
top officials to leave the administration. “Kevin McAleenan
has done an outstanding job as Acting Secretary of
Homeland Security. We have worked well together with
Border Crossings being way down,” Trump said in a tweet.

“Kevin now, after many years in Government, wants to
spend more time with his family and go to the private sector.
Congratulations Kevin, on a job well done!” McAleenan
served in the role for six months, replacing Kirstjen Nielsen,
who sat at the helm of the powerful agency for 1.5 years.
Trump said he would announce a new acting homeland
security secretary next week, and that there were “many
wonderful candidates.” 

During McAleenan’s brief tenure, the Trump administra-
tion stepped up efforts to discourage an exodus of migrants
from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador by asking
Mexico to impede their transit and requiring them to apply
for asylum in the first country they enter — meaning either
Guatemala or Mexico.

Cracking down on illegal immigration is a major goal on
Trump’s agenda, and efforts have been paying off. US border

agents arrested or stopped nearly one million undocumented
migrants at the southern border with Mexico in the last 12
months, the most in more than a decade, according to statis-
tics released this week. Migrants arrested at the border fell
to just over 52,000 in September, the final month of the 2019
fiscal year, down from more than 144,000 in May and the
lowest monthly figure in one year.

McAleenan’s exit came after he told The Washington Post
that he did not feel in control of his department, as news
reports said he was discouraged by his standing in the
Trump administration. “What I don’t have control over is the
tone, the message, the public face and approach of the
department in an increasingly polarized time,” McAleenan
told the paper. “That’s uncomfortable, as the accountable,
senior figure.” On Friday he tweeted a thank you to Trump
and highlighted his department’s accomplishments. —AFP


