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Shock, fear and sadness grip 
Australia’s ‘bushfire refugees’

Pakistan govt
introduces bill 
to extend army 
chief’s tenure
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s government on Friday
introduced legislation to extend the tenure of the
army chief in line with a Supreme Court order that it
must justify its wish to see the top commander stay
on in the job for an extra three years. The govern-
ment of Prime Minister Imran Khan approved an
extension for General Qamar Javed Bajwa in August,
citing a worsening national security situation in the
region over its rivalry with India.

But in a surprise ruling, the Supreme Court struck
down the extension in November, ordering the gov-
ernment and army to produce legal provisions and
arguments on the reasoning behind the move, pitting
the judiciary against the government and powerful
military. Pakistan’s military has ruled the country for
about half its 72-year history and sets defense and
security policy and recently has had a role in fram-
ing economic policies too.

The army chief usually serves a three-year term.
On Friday, the first day of a new parliamentary ses-
sion, the government introduced a lower house bill
to provide legal cover for Bajwa’s extension after
managing to win the support of opposition parties,
government officials said.

“We are willing to support the legislation if the
government follows parliamentary procedures,” said
Bilawal Bhutto Zardari, the leader of a main opposi-
tion party. The legalization is expected to be passed
by next week, clearing way for Bajwa in his post
until 2022. During Bajwa’s tenure, the opposition has
accused the military of meddling in elections and
politics to support Khan, while limiting civil liberties
and muzzling the media. The military denies interfer-
ing in politics. — Reuters

Thousands find themselves stuck in makeshift camps
BATEMANS BAY, Australia: Thousands of
Australians forced from their homes by ram-
paging bushfires now find themselves stuck in
makeshift camps, fearful for the future and
turned refugees in their own country. On golf
courses, cricket ovals and showgrounds-any-
where with a minimal amount of combustible
tree cover-Australians are sheltering from a
climate-fuelled disaster.

At the Catalina Country Club in Batemans
Bay, New South Wales, rows of caravans,
4x4s, pick-up trucks and tents are pitched
cheek by jowl.

The golf club’s dining room has been con-
verted into an evacuation center. Instead of
players sipping a beer after a summer’s day of
play, elderly displaced ladies huddle around
cups of tea and play cards to pass the time.
Stacks of donations-food, clothing, water-are
piled high and there is a steady stream of
people walking in and out.

Some new arrivals quip that they are
refugees. But even in a country accustomed to
bushfires and which prides itself on resilience
in extreme conditions, the last few days,
weeks and months have been shocking.
Towering blazes have turned the sky black
and choking smoke has covered whole cities-

as well as parts of neighboring New Zealand
and New Caledonia-amid searing images of
families forced to wade into the ocean for
safety. For many, the future is riddled with
uncertainty: about whether their homes still
stand, when they can return and-with months
of summer still to go-about when all this will
end. Many are facing this uncertainty while
dealing with the trauma of what they have
lived through.

Narelle Coady, 54, took refuge at a
Batemans Bay beach yesterday when her
home came under threat for the second time
in five days. “We defended on Tuesday and it
was just too scary,” she told AFP. “Really bad,
couldn’t breathe. Oxygen gone. It was horri-
ble.” “That was my first and last time.”

Batemans Bay motel owner Justine Donald,
40, evacuated her home on New Year’s Eve in
a scene she described as looking like “the end
of the world”. “The town went black,” she
said. “It was black, orange and so thick that to
breathe it in, you thought you were going to
suffocate.”

“That frightened me so much for my life
that now I don’t even think about the proper-
ties.” “It’s devastating,” she said, at times
becoming tearful. “My main thing is I just

want to be alive and for all of us to be safe.”
“If that’s going to happen again today, I’m
going to need a good big bottle of wine and
hopefully be stuck inside with towels under
my doors because I’m not going to go outside
into that again.”

Mick Cummins, 57, also recalled New
Year’s Eve when he left his home as fires tore
up the east coast. “Hellfire came over the hill,”
he said. “We just sat there and watched
explosion after explosion, the bowling club
went up, the houses down the street went up.”

He remembered the fires from 1994 as par-
ticularly bad. But compared with this year,
they were “just a barbeque”, he said. “We’re
here until we can go home,” said his wife Ulla.
“They’re saying we’re probably not going to
have power until next week. And if we’ve got
no power, we’ve got no phone service either.
We’re stuck.”

Wes Moreton, a 30-year-old father of five
left his home, but then was forced to leave
his place of refuge as the fire front moved
north. He took no chances and headed with
his family to Sydney. Like so many, he is
unsure whether they will have a home when
they return. “Fingers crossed it’s still stand-
ing,” he said. — AFP 

Bus crash kills 19 
on Thai border
with Myanmar 
YANGON: A head-on collision between a bus and
a car in mountains on the Myanmar-Thai border
killed 19 and left more than 30 injured on Friday.
Images posted by local media showed the bus
upside down after it span off the road and plum-
meted down a steep bank at a spot notorious for
traffic accidents.

Myanmar Social Rescue Group vice-chair-
man Aung Myint told AFP the express bus had
been travelling from Yangon Friday morning
when it careered into an oncoming car after its
brakes failed.

“The bus plunged off the mountain, killing 18
and injuring 33 outright,” he said by phone, adding
the number included the car’s seven passengers
who all lost their lives. A doctor at Myawady hospi-
tal confirmed that one critically-injured woman lat-
er died, bringing the toll to 19.

Myawady town in Karen state is one of the key
land border points between Myanmar and
Thailand with hundreds of traders crossing daily
in both directions. “A lot of accidents happen
here,” Aung Myint said about the site of the acci-
dent, where the highway comprises a series of
steep switchbacks as it cuts through the thickly-
forested mountain range.

Myanmar’s road safety standards lag behind
neighbors in the region and crashes are common.

An accident last week in neighboring Mon
state killed 10 people while 15 pilgrims returning
from a Buddhist festival in October died when
their truck plunged from a cliff in Shan state to
the north. — AFP

Australia PM
puts off visits to
India, Japan amid
bushfire crisis
MELBOURNE: Australian Prime Minister
Scott Morrison has cancelled official trips
to India and Japan that were scheduled for
the second half of January as he battles a
bushfire emergency at home.

Morrison said yesterday he had spoken
to Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and Japan’s ambassador to Australia,
Reiichiro Takahashi, seeking to reschedule
the meetings so he could tackle the coun-
try’s growing fire crisis. “I should stress that
both of those scheduled meetings are post-
poned and will move quickly to identify
another opportunity,” Morrison told
reporters after announcing a big step-up in
the military’s role in rescue and relief efforts.

Morrison had been set to leave for India
on Jan 12, followed by a trip to Japan, with
talks due to focus defense, intelligence and
security and trade issues. The decision to
postpone the trips came after Morrison
faced heavy criticism in December for tak-
ing off on a family holiday to Hawaii while
fires raging across Australia since
September continued to burn.

He cut the family trip short and apolo-
gized. Australian firefighters continued to
battle dangerous conditions, with fires in
New South Wales and Victoria states
expected to burn uncontrollably in temper-
atures above 40C (104F) and strong, shift-
ing winds threatening to fan and spread
the flames.

Authorities have said conditions could
be worse than New Year’s Eve, when fires
burnt massive tracts of bushland and
forced thousands of residents and summer

holidaymakers to seek refuge on beaches.
Bushfires have killed 23 people and

destroyed more than 1,500 homes since
September, Morrison confirmed. 

Power supply fears 
Skies turned black and ash rained down

as fires raged across southeastern Australia
yesterday, threatening power supplies to
major cities and prompting the call-up of
3,000 military reservists. Temperature
records were smashed, and gale-force
winds pounded fire-stricken coastal com-
munities in the two most populous states
New South Wales and Victoria.

New South Wales Premier Gladys
Berejiklian warned that worst-case sce-
nario projections were “coming to
fruition”, although large-scale evacuations
meant the human toll was minimized.

Since late September, 23 people have
died, more than 1,500 homes have been

damaged and an area roughly twice the
size of Belgium or Hawaii has burned.

The latest fatalities were in Kangaroo
Island-a tourist haven southwest of
Adelaide-when two people were trapped
in a car overrun by flames on Friday. But
strong winds and high temperatures con-
tinued to fuel hundreds of fires and cause
chaos. Bushfires took out two substations
and transmission lines, prompting authori-
ties in New South Wales that an area home
to almost eight million people and the
nation’s largest city Sydney could experi-
ence rolling blackouts. “We are in for a
long night and we have still to hit the worst
of it,” Berejiklian warned as another total
fire ban was declared for today.

Record temperatures 
A state of emergency had been

declared across much of the heavily popu-
lated southeast and more than 100,000

people were told to leave their homes
across three states.

Thousands heeded that call on Friday,
abandoning summer holidays and piling
into cars that clogged the highways linking
southeastern coastal towns with the rela-
tive safety of Sydney or larger towns.

Several emergency warnings were
issued yesterday, and there were fears one
one blaze southwest of Sydney could reach
the city’s outskirts.

Sydney recorded its highest-ever tem-
perature of 48.9 degrees Celsius (120
degrees Fahrenheit) in the western suburb
of Penrith, and the nation’s capital
Canberra hit 44 degrees Celsius, also an
all-time record, a Bureau of Meteorology
spokesman said.

Thousands of volunteer firefighters bat-
tled the infernos as some residents stayed
behind to defend their homes.

Just outside the seaside town of
Batemans Bay, a four-hour drive south of
Sydney, locals joined forces with firefight-
ers to tackle the fires.

“Today, we’ve had nothing short of a
disaster. A very large fire-front came
through... the high temperatures and the
southernly change is putting a real lot of
pressure on the resources that we have,”
local Adam Pike told AFP. “Guys that know
the bush, guys that know fire, helped save
at least 10 to 12 homes on this street... we
are so grateful for their help.” The only
activity in the usually bustling tourist
hotspot was at an evacuation centre, where
hundreds of locals forced from their homes
were sheltering on an open field in tents
and caravans.

Mick Cummins, 57, and his wife fled to
the evacuation centre when fire ripped
through his rural town on New Year’s Eve.

“We said this is too tough for us, let’s
get out. We went to the beach and then
hellfire came over the hill,” he told AFP.

“I was here in the ‘94 fires. I thought
that was bad. That was just a barbeque” in
comparison, he said. — Agencies

Evacuees from Mallacoota arrive on the navy ship HMAS Choules at the port of Hastings, Victoria,
Australia, yesterday. — Reuters

To skirt police curbs, 
Indian protesters 
take a page from 
HK and beyond
NEW DELHI/BENGALURU: Before midnight on New
Year’s Eve, a call  to action was sent on a private
WhatsApp group - within the hour, dozens gathered in
the center of the southern Indian city of Hyderabad,
many holding banners to protest a controversial new citi-
zenship law.

Police quickly dispersed the group and briefly
detained six people, but for Syed Faheem - who formed
the WhatsApp group - it marked another successful
flash protest, inspired by tactics used by protesters in
Hong Kong. Faheem, a software consultant, is one of a
growing group of opponents to the new law who have
begun to borrow tactics used in protests from Hong
Kong to Paris, to protest legislation that critics say dis-
criminates against Muslims.

In Hyderabad, some protesters say it is impossible to
secure police permission to hold demonstrations, forcing
them to adopt new tactics to show dissent. “The objec-
tive is to get 30 minutes at one spot. Some people sup-
port us, others come and argue with us,” said Faheem,
who has organized regular flash protests through
WhatsApp messages that are amplified via social media.

The location of the protests, which change daily, are
posted just an hour or two in advance, with the exact
spots shared just minutes ahead of time. Hyderabad’s
police chief Anjani Kumar told Reuters people are being
permitted to gather in areas such as sports grounds, or
indoor auditoriums to protest, but added: “We’ve not
given permission for any rally or procession because that
affects traffic.”

‘Be water’ 
In Hong Kong, where anti-government demonstrations

have raged on for months, protesters adopted a “be
water” strategy, inspired by martial arts legend Bruce
Lee, popping up in different locations almost daily to
catch authorities flat-footed. Sharjeel Imam, who helped

organize a New Delhi sit-in protest against the new law
that has run for weeks, said he plans to adopt the flash
mob strategy to keep the agitation going.

In Hyderabad, the idea to copy Hong Kong’s play-
book came as protestors sought ways to run a long-term
campaign that police would find hard to curb, two mem-
bers from Faheem’s group said.

“Hong Kong has been pivotal....It was very inspiring,”
said a 30-year-old IT professional, who declined to be
identified. After police restricted protests in another
southern city, students at the Indian Institute of
Management in Bangalore took inspiration from 2015

protests in Paris where shoes were put on display - in
place of cancelled protests - to support action against
climate change. Students also borrowed ideas from the
1975 protests against the imposition of an emergency
in India.

“Police weren’t letting us place placards with any
messages, so we copied what the press did in 1975 and
left blank placards with ‘Concerned Citizens of IIM-
Bangalore’ written on them,” a student involved in the
protest said. “Generations later, when they ask us what
we did when they came for the Muslims, I at least want to
be able to say - ‘We tried’”, she said.  — Reuters

BATEMANS BAY: A bushfire burns in the town of Moruya, south of Batemans Bay, in
New South Wales yesterday. — AFP

HYDERABAD: Protesters take part in a demonstration against India’s new citizenship law in Hyderabad
yesterday. — AFP


