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Morrison proposes high-powered 
inquiry into bushfires response

Australia blaze claims another fire-fighter’s life
MELBOURNE: After weeks of criticism over
the handling of the bushfires scorching
Australia, Prime Minister Scott Morrison said
yesterday he will propose a national review
into the response to the disaster, as the fires
claimed another firefighter’s life.

The Australian bush has been burning for
nearly three months and the fires have killed
28 people, claimed 2,000 homes and con-
sumed millions of acres of land and wildlife.
The crisis is becoming increasingly political as
the country looks at the causes and the gov-
ernment’s response.

“There is obviously a need for a national
review of the response,” Morrison said in an
interview with ABC television. Asked whether
it should be a Royal Commission, a powerful
judicial inquiry, Morrison said, “I think that is
what would be necessary and I will be taking
a proposal through the cabinet to that end,
but it must be done with consultations with
the states and territories.”

Morrison said that the inquiry would
examine the response to the crisis, including
the deployment of emergency services to bat-
tle the fires at a state and local level, the role
of the federal government, and the impact of
climate change. Bushfires are common during
Australia’s summer months, but this fire sea-
son started unusually early, often moving
quickly and unpredictably, and leaving swaths
of the drought-stricken land a scorched earth.

Cooler weather conditions over the week-
end have brought a temporary respite, but a
firefighter died on duty in Victoria, where new
flames sparked. Authorities said the risk was far
from over and more hot weather is expected.

Smoke again sheathed Sydney yesterday,
almost a new normal for the country’s biggest
city, moving the air quality into hazardous ter-
ritory, according to the NSW Department of

Primary Industry index.Facing increasing
pressure to do more to tackle climate change,
Morrison, who has so far been defiant in
rejecting any links between his government’s
conservative climate policies and the bushfires,
said his government will look into improving
its performance on curbing emissions.

“We want to reduce emissions and do the
best job we possibly can and get better and
better and better at it,” he said. “I want to do
that with a balanced policy which recognizes
Australia’s broader national economic inter-
ests and social interest.” Morrison rejected
criticism that his government had not done
enough before the bushfire season started, but
he admitted that once the fires started, some
responses could have been different.

“There are things I could have handled on
the ground much better,” he said. “These are
sensitive environments, there are very emo-
tional environments; prime ministers are flesh
and blood too in how they engage with peo-
ple.” Opposition leader Anthony Albanese said
on Sunday that the federal government should
have acted earlier to address the disaster.

“The fact is that bushfires don’t recognize
state and territory boundaries,” Albanese told
reporters, according to a transcript provided
by his media office. “And nor should the need
for national leadership.” Here are key events in
the crisis:

Since October, thousands of Australians
have been subjected to repeat evacuations as
huge and unpredictable fires scorched more
than 10.3 million hectares (25.5 million acres),
an area roughly the size of South Korea.
Across New South Wales, 111 fires were still
burning yesterday, 40 of them not yet con-
tained, but none at emergency level. More than
2,000 homes have been destroyed in the state.

A number of fires burning in the Snowy

Mountains region in New South Wales and
across into Victoria have merged across more
than 600,000 hectares (1.5 million acres) of
land. They do not pose a threat, authorities
say, despite being in an area hard to reach.

The government said yesterday more men-
tal health support services will be provided to
firefighters, emergency personnel, individuals
and communities. The government is provid-
ing A$76 million ($52 million) in areas includ-
ing counselling and healthcare consultations.

● Western Australia Department of Fire
and Emergency Services said yesterday an
out of control and unpredictable fire that is
moving slowly in the state’s south, poses a
possible threat to lives and homes in the area.

● South Australia said yesterday that more
than 32,000 livestock animals, mostly sheep,
have died in recent fires on Kangaroo Island,
while fire services are working to strengthen
containment lines ahead of expected worsen-
ing weather conditions today.

● Thousands of Australians took to the
streets on Friday to protest against govern-
ment inaction on climate change, and were
supported by protesters in London.

● Australia’s wildfires have dwarfed other
recent catastrophic blazes, with its burnt ter-
rain more than twice the extent of that rav-
aged by 2019 fires in Brazil, California and
Indonesia combined.

● Westpac estimated total bushfire losses
to date at about A$5 billion, higher than the
2009 bushfires in Victoria but smaller than the
Queensland floods in 2010/11. It forecast a hit
of 0.2 percent to 0.5 percent on gross domes-
tic product.

● Australia’s alpine resorts have dusted off
winter snowmaking machines to blast ice-cold
water onto dry ski slopes.

● The Insurance Council of Australia

increased to more than A$900 million its esti-
mate of damage claims from the fires, and they
are expected to jump further.

● Morrison has pledged A$2 billion to a
newly created National Bushfire Recovery
Agency.

● About 100 firefighters from the United
States and Canada are helping, with another
140 expected in coming weeks.

● The New Zealand Defense Force said
on Friday it was sending more health per-

sonnel, boosting its support for Australia,
which had already included helicopters, air-
craft and crew.

● The fires have emitted 400 megatons of
carbon dioxide and produced harmful pollu-
tants, the European Union’s Copernicus moni-
toring program said.

● Smoke has drifted across the Pacific,
affecting cities in South America, and may
have reached the Antarctic, the UN’s World
Meteorological Organization said. — Reuters

Muslim devotees attend 
Bishwa Ijtema in Dhaka

Indian police 
battle anti-Modi 
protesters over 
disputed law
KOLKATA:  Indian police baton-charged
protesters yesterday to stop them reach-
ing Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s caval-
cade as nationwide protests against a bit-
terly disputed citizenship law entered a
second month. Tens of thousands staged
protests through the night in the eastern
city of Kolkata to denounce Modi’s week-
end visit to the capital of West Bengal
state, whose local rulers have strongly
opposed the legislation.

Police said they were forced to act
after protesters tried to storm past barri-
cades to stop Modi’s vehicle outside a
stadium, where the leader again defended
the law and insisted the demonstrators
were “misguided”. Nearly 2,000 protest-
ers gathered outside chanting “Fascist
Modi, Go Back” before the showdown
between demonstrators and police. More

than 100 protesters were detained, a
police official said.

Protesters have burned effigies of the
prime minister during his visit and bran-
dished black flags, which is considered an
insulting gesture in Indian society. “The

government can’t suppress our voice. We
are not afraid. We are determined to fight
for our rights,” Samit Nandi, one of the
protesters, told AFP. “We will continue our
protests until Modi leaves our city.”

West Bengal has become a political

battlefield between Modi’s right-wing
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and regional
powerhouse Mamata Banerjee, whose
Trinamool Congress party leads the state.

Banerjee is among state leaders nation-
wide who have said they will not imple-
ment the Citizenship Amendment Act,
which excludes Muslims from a list of eth-
nic minorities from Pakistan, Afghanistan
and Bangladesh who are allowed to seek
Indian nationality. Opponents say the gov-
ernment has created a religious test for
citizenship in the secular country.

Many among India’s 200 mill ion
Muslims fear the law is a precursor to a
national register of citizens that could
leave them stateless in the country of 1.3
billion. Many poor Indians do not have
documents to prove their nationality.
“CAA is not about taking away citizenship,
it is about giving citizenship,” Modi told
supporters. He has accused political oppo-
nents of “misleading” and “inciting” peo-
ple against his government.

Widespread demonstrations have
rocked the Hindu-majority nation since the
law was approved by parliament last
month. At least 27 people, mostly Muslims,
have been killed with police accused of
using disproportionate force in several
states. — AFP

Anti-govt fun run
draws thousands 
of defiant Thais
BANGKOK: Around 10,000 Thais joined a “run
against dictatorship” yesterday, shouting slogans
and wielding three-finger salutes from the Hunger
Games films in the largest show of political defi-
ance since the 2014 coup.

The runners massed before dawn in a
Bangkok park to take a stand against the gov-
ernment, which is led by former junta leader
Prayut Chan-O-Cha and backed by a parliament
stacked with MPs loyal to the military. The run
was led by Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit, the
charismatic billionaire leader of a stridently anti-
military political party which is facing the threat
of dissolution.

Thanathorn has been stripped of his MP status,
and is facing a battery of legal charges.

“You can feel the anger of the people and their
disappointment over the government,” Thanathorn
told AFP before the run. “I think this is the first
step to general change in Thailand.” Before the
start, the runners shouted pro-democracy slogans
and chanted “Get out, Prayut”. They also wielded
the three-finger salute made famous by the block-
buster Hunger Games films as a symbol of free-
dom from authoritarian rule.

“I want a government that takes care of the
people and spends money on our well-being and
the environment instead of buying tanks and
submarines,” said runner Gig, dressed as a tank
for the run.

Across Thailand-from Pattani province in the
south to the northern tourist city Chiang Mai-
thousands took part in similar runs, with partici-
pants flashing the three-fingered salute as they
took off from the starting line.

Bitterly divided 
Prayut held onto power after elections last year,

with support from an army-appointed senate. He
now holds a slim parliamentary majority and faces a
public increasingly vocal in its discontent with the
sluggish economy and rule by elderly former gener-
als. A smaller, rival “Walk to Support Uncle” rally
took place in another park at the same time, draw-
ing thousands of mainly elderly supporters of
Prayut, whose nickname is “Uncle Tu”.

“We love our country, we love a government
which can provide security to our country,” said
Vasuchart, 68, who only gave one name. Famed
Thai singer Au Haruethai, who attended the pro-
Prayut walk, insisted the coup leader-turned-pre-
mier was elected “the democratic way”. 

“People should not use the word ‘dictator’,” she
said. Thailand remains bitterly divided. The con-
trasting demographics of the Sunday events
reflected some splits in age, class and politics,
with many older people leaning towards the army-
aligned establishment and younger participants
favoring Thanathorn’s narrative of change.

The anti-government run comes less than 10
days before Thanathorn’s Future Forward Party
faces possible dissolution, accused of attempt-
ing to overthrow Thailand’s constitutional
monarchy.

Future Forward stunned Thailand’s establish-
ment by becoming the third largest political party
after an election last March. Despite his legal
woes, Thanathorn retains a rock star-like appeal
among his supporters. —AFP

Trump sends 
birthday 
wishes to Kim
SEOUL: North Korea has received
birthday greetings to its leader Kim
Jong Un from US President Donald
Trump, but their personal relation-
ship is not enough for a return to
talks, according to a statement pub-
lished on Saturday by state news
agency KCNA. The comments come
against the backdrop of stalled
denuclearization talks following a
flurry of diplomacy between the
United States and North Korea in
2018 and early 2019.

While Kim could personally like
Trump, he would not lead his country
on the basis of personal feelings, Kim
Kye Gwan, an adviser to the North
Korean foreign ministry, said in the
statement.

“Although Chairman Kim Jong Un
has good personal feelings about
President Trump, they are, in the
true sense of the word, ‘personal’,”
he said. “We have been deceived by
the United States, being caught in
the dialogue with it for over one
year and a half, and that was the lost
time for us.”

North Korea will not discuss pro-
posals such as those Trump made at
his last summit with Kim Jong Un in
Hanoi in February 2019, the foreign
ministry adviser said. The North will
not give up its nuclear facilities for
partial sanctions relief, and will only
return to talks when the United
States makes concessions, he added.

“The reopening of dialogue
between the DPRK and the US may
be possible only under the condition
of the latter’s absolute agreement on
the issues raised by the former, but
we know well that the U.S. is neither

ready nor able to do so,” he said.
The abbreviation DPRK refers to the
North’s official name, the
Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea. Saturday’s comments show
how ties between leaders are some-
times only marginally useful for
diplomacy, said Mason Richey, a
professor at Hankuk University of
Foreign Studies in Seoul.

“At least one member of the US-
North Korea diplomatic ‘bromance’
is mature enough to admit that per-
sonal feelings are just that,” Richey
added. “Kim Kye Gwan’s statement
doesn’t close the door on diplomacy
any more than it already was, but he
underlined how the US and North
Korea have fundamentally different
strategic interests with almost no
meaningful overlap.”

Warning to South
The North Korean adviser also

cautioned South Korea to steer clear
of ties between the North and the
United States, saying it should not
seek “to play a mediator role”. On
Friday, a South Korean official said
Trump had asked the South Koreans
to pass on birthday greetings to
North Korea.

For South Korea to meddle in per-
sonal relations between Kim and
Trump was “presumptuous”, the
North Korean adviser said, adding
that the North had already directly
received from Trump a letter with the
greetings. “But they seem not to
know that there is a special liaison
channel between the top leaders of
the DPRK and the United States.”

South Korea’s presidential Blue
House declined to comment. The
North’s comments come after South
Korean President Moon Jae-in’s
administration signalled it wanted to
renew “independent” economic
engagement with the North, Richey
added. “This is another slap in the
face, which Moon seems determined
to accept ad infinitum.” — Reuters

KOLKATA: Demonstrators hold black balloons and flags to protest against Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, during a demonstration in Kolkata yesterday. — AFP

This picture taken on December 31, 2019 shows a firefighter hosing down trees and flying embers
in an effort to secure nearby houses from bushfires near the town of Nowra in the Australian state
of New South Wales. Fire-ravaged Australia has launched a major operation to reach thousands of
people stranded in seaside towns after deadly bushfires ripped through popular tourist areas on
New Year’s Eve.

Afghan saffron 
production 
increases by 
22% in 2019
KABUL: Afghan farmers had harvested 22
percent more saffron last year than in 2018,
hoping the golden spice will become a legiti-
mate replacement to poppy opium in the war-
affected country.

According to Afghanistan Saffron Planters
National Union, statistics show that farmers
collected 19,469 kilograms of saffron in 2019, a
22 percent increase from over 37,500 hectares
of cultivated lands in different provinces of the

country. It is highly expected to earn up to 27
million US dollar this year.

China, India and the United Arab Emirates
are the main importers of saffron from
Afghanistan. SOUNDBITE 1 (Dari): HAJI
SHAKOR RAHIMI, Head of a processing com-
pany “We are still facing serious problems in
standard packing and processing saffron and
we need standard machineries and devices to
dry up saffron.”

Balkh and Sar-e-Pul in the country’s north,
Kandahar and Uruzgan in the south and
Dykundi in the central part have most saffron
farmlands after Herat in the west with up to 92
percent of total saffron production in 2019.
Producing quality saffron and selling it at reason-
able price at the global markets is local produc-
ers’ biggest wish. Promotion of the valuable
crop has created jobs for thousands of people
including women and improved their economic
situation in many Afghan provinces. — Reuters

TONGI/DHAKA: Muslim devotees attend-
ed Friday prayers in Tongi Township,
Dhaka, as part of the annual gathering of
Bishwa Ijtema, the second largest congre-
gation of Muslims in the world. A large

number of devotees from all over the world
are attending the annual three-day Islamic
congregation, from 10 to 12 January, taking
place by the banks of the Turag River in
Tongi. — Reuters

TONGI, Bangladesh: A Muslim devotee (center) jumps on to another train as he arrives along with
others to take part in the Akheri Munajat, or final prayers, during the annual Muslim gathering
‘Biswa Ijtema’ in Tongi, some 30 km north of Dhaka yesterday. — AFP


