
LESBOS: Thousands of asylum seekers on the Greek
island of Lesbos fled for their lives yesterday as a huge
fire ripped through the camp of Moria, the country’s
largest and most notorious migrant facility. Over
12,000 men, women and children ran in panic out of
containers and tents and into adjoining olive groves
and fields as the fire destroyed most of the overcrowd-
ed, squalid camp. The blaze started just hours after the
migration ministry said that 35 people had tested posi-
tive at the camp.

Firemen said Moria had been mostly destroyed but
there were no known casualties so far, although a
number of people were suffering minor respiratory
problems from exposure to smoke. Black smoke was
still belching out of the camp hours after the fire start-
ed late on Tuesday, television footage showed.
Government spokesman Stelios Petsas said an emer-
gency would be declared across the entire island and
that reports of arson were under investigation. 

Additional riot police were rushed to Lesbos yes-
terday, and a cabinet meeting will be held later to
address the emergency, the government said. Petsas
warned that authorities faced a “titanic” effort to shel-
ter asylum seekers rendered homeless by the blaze, as
well as track down and isolate dozens of confirmed
coronavirus infections among them. Greek news
agency ANA said the fires had started after a revolt by
asylum seekers who were to be placed in isolation
after testing positive for coronavirus or coming into
close contact with an infected patient.

Moria had already been placed in quarantine until
September 15, with only security personnel granted
access after temperature tests. “There are 35 positive
cases and they need to be isolated... to prevent an out-

break among the local population,” Petsas told state
television station ERT. Hundreds of asylum seekers
attempted to flee on foot towards the port town of
Mytilene but were blocked by police vehicles, while
others took shelter in the hills surrounding the camps.
Unable to pass, scores bedded down and slept on the
ground. All of Moria’s former residents are now
banned from leaving the island, Petsas said.

Camp ‘99 percent’ destroyed 
Refugee support group Stand by Me Lesvos said

on Twitter it had received reports that Greek locals on
the island had blocked fleeing asylum seekers from
heading into a nearby village.  “The whole camp is on
fire. Everything is burning. People are escaping. Their
homes in Moria are gone,” the organization said. “The
camp is 99-percent destroyed... and the fire is still
burning,” local fire supervisor Yorgos Ntinos told AFP.
A force of over 20 firefighters, 10 fire engines and a
helicopter has been deployed to the scene.
Administration offices, a clinic inside the camp and
thousands of tents and were damaged by the fire,
according to local news site Lesvospost. Firefighters

also said they had been blocked from entering the
camp to battle the blaze by a group of refugees and
had asked for police assistance. 

Months of lockdowns
The camp had reported its first coronavirus case

last Wednesday. Migrant camps on the islands have
endured months of lockdowns as a result of the coron-
avirus pandemic, with access severely restricted. But
at Moria, the restrictions have been harder to enforce
because of the large number of asylum seekers sleep-
ing outside the camp’s walls. Rights groups including
the UN refugee agency have repeatedly urged Greece
to reduce congestion in its migrant camps.

The Moria camp, which was built to hold fewer than
2,800 people, had been routinely criticised for its lack
of hygiene and overcrowding. Violence outbreaks in
Moria and other island camps are common.
Prostitution, sexual assault, disappearances of minors,
drug trafficking and fights occurred almost daily in the
camp, where dozens of people have been stabbed,
burnt to death in their tents or have committed suicide.
From January to the end of August, five people were
stabbed in more than 15 attacks.

The government has in recent months moved thou-
sands of refugees from Lesbos and other islands to the
mainland. But many refugees have been unable to find
lodgings and jobs after leaving the camps, with hous-
ing and cash benefits recently scaled back by the gov-
ernment. The government has also for months been
attempting to build a new camp on Lesbos to replace
Moria. But Lesbos locals have resisted the move,
clashing with riot police earlier this year to prevent
construction from going ahead.— AFP 
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MORIA: Children sit on the ground in the burnt camp of Moria on the island of Lesbos after a major fire broke out yesterday. — AFP 
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Afghan VP lightly 
wounded in blast
KABUL: Afghanistan’s vice president sustained
minor injuries yesterday in an explosion targeting his
convoy that killed at least 10 people, as government-
backed negotiators and the Taleban prepared to meet
in Doha for the long-delayed peace talks. The attack
in the capital Kabul was quickly condemned as an
attempt to frustrate the peace process, with top
Afghan and foreign officials calling for an end to vio-
lence for negotiations between the two warring sides
to succeed.

In a video posted on Facebook soon after the
explosion, Amrullah Saleh, an outspoken Taleban crit-
ic, said he had been travelling to his office when his
convoy was attacked. “I am fine but some of my
guards have been wounded. My son, who was in the
car with me, and I are both fine,” Saleh said, with
bandages on his left hand. “I have some burns on my
face and hand. The blast was strong.”

The ministry of interior said the bomb was placed
on a hand cart and detonated remotely when Saleh’s
convoy passed by. “Unfortunately, 10 civilians, mostly
people who were working in the area, were killed,
and 15, including a number of the first VP’s body-
guards, were wounded,” Tareq Arian, spokesman to
the ministry, told reporters at the scene. The Taleban,
who have pledged not to launch attacks in urban
areas under a deal with the United States, denied
responsibility.

Abdullah, a shopkeeper who gave only one name,
said the blast had blown out windows of his shop. “A
shop that sold gas cylinders also caught fire, causing
the cylinders to blow up,” he said. Saleh, the senior of
Afghanistan’s two vice presidents, survived an assas-

sination attempt last year ahead of presidential elec-
tions. At least 20 people-most of them civilians-were
killed and 50 others wounded when a suicide attack-
er and gunmen targeted Saleh’s Kabul office at that
time.

‘Enemies of peace’ 
The EU in Afghanistan said yesterday’s attack was

a “desperate act by spoilers of peace efforts”, while
NATO’s mission in the country said in a statement
that “enemies of peace” were ignoring the will of the
Afghan people for peace talks to begin. President
Ashraf Ghani, who met Saleh soon after yesterday’s
blast, condemned what he said was a “terrorist
attack” on his first deputy.

“The terrorists and their foreign backers cannot
undermine the people’s strong faith in peace, democ-
racy and the bright future of our country,” Ghani said
in a statement. The head of the Afghan negotiating
team, Mohammad Masoom Stanekzai, called for vio-
lence to stop if the peace process was to succeed.
“The time for making excuses has passed. The killing
of the people must end,” he said in a statement. Even
as preparations for negotiations continue, violence on
the ground has carried on unabated, with the Taleban
unleashing daily attacks. 

Saleh on Sunday said Kabul’s negotiating team
would push early on at peace talks for a permanent
truce. “The first test for the Taleban is (a) ceasefire,”
Saleh told Tolo News. “If they accept the ceasefire,
they are committed to peace. If not, they are not.”
Peace talks were supposed to begin in March but
were repeatedly delayed over a prisoner swap that
included the release of hundreds of battle-hardened
insurgents. Paris and Canberra in particular have
opposed the release of six Taleban militants because
of their links to the killings of French and Australian
civilians and troops. Saleh said Sunday the six
inmates would be sent to Qatar. — AFP 

Sri Lanka tea storm 
swirls around Aoun
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s President Michel Aoun has
come under fire after it emerged that tea donat-
ed by Sri Lanka for victims of the Beirut blast
was distributed instead to families of his presi-
dential guards. Critics see it as yet another
example of official corruption in a country reel-
ing from the August 4 explosion that killed more
than 190 people, wounded thousands and rav-
aged central Beirut. Sri Lanka, many of whose
expat community in Lebanon work as house-
maids, was one of several nations that rushed to
show support in the wake of Lebanon’s worst
peace-time disaster.

The president’s office on August 24 released a
picture of Aoun receiving the Sri Lankan ambas-
sador, and quoted her as saying Colombo had
“donated 1,675 kilos (3,685 pounds) of Ceylon
tea to those affected by the Beirut blast”. After
Lebanese media and social media asked what
happened to the donation, it issued a second
statement on Tuesday. The presidency said Aoun
had written to his Sri Lankan counterpart to
thank him for “a gift of Ceylon tea that had been
received by the army... and distributed to the
families of soldiers in the presidential guard”.

Social media erupted in criticism, with the
hashtags “tea thief” and “Ceylon tea” trending on
Twitter. “The tea was sent to the Lebanese, par-
ticularly those affected by the explosion. Of
course it wasn’t a present for those who don’t
need it,” wrote Paula Yacoubian, a former MP
who resigned after the blast many blame on offi-
cial neglect. “Distributing the aid to your
entourage is shameful,” she wrote. Another user
quipped: “The excuse that it was a present for
the president is even worse than the sin itself.”

Beside the tea controversy, social media users
have also been up in arms over the fate of 12 tons
of fish that Mauritania sent in mid-August. After
widespread calls to know its whereabouts, the
army said Monday it had received the fish and
“stored it according to public safety standards”.
It was talking to several associations preparing
meals for those in need “to cook it and distribute
it to those affected by the port blast”. On Twitter,
yet another user made light of the food aid con-
troversy. “The presidential palace, or the palace
of the people, invites you to a free lunch on
Sunday,” she wrote. “Open buffet on Mauritanian
fish, and open bar on Ceylon tea.”— AFP 
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KABUL: A smoke plume rises following an explosion tar-
geting the convoy of Afghanistan’s vice president Amrullah
Saleh in Kabul yesterday. — AFP 


