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ANKARA: Dozens of villages were evacuated in
tourist hotspots in southern Turkey yesterday as
wildfires that have claimed six lives raged for the
fifth day, while Greece, Italy and Spain were also hit
by blazes. Fanned by soaring temperatures, strong
winds and climate change - which experts say
increases both the frequency and intensity of such
blazes - this year’s fire season has been significantly
more destructive than the previous average, EU
data shows.

Turkey is suffering through its worst fires in at
least a decade with nearly 95,000 hectares burnt so
far this year, compared with an average of 13,516 at
this point in the year between 2008 and 2020. A
neighborhood in the tourist city of Bodrum has
been evacuated, CNN Turk broadcaster reported,
as flames were fanned by strong winds from the
nearby Milas district. Unable to leave by road, 540
residents were taken to hotels by boats, the channel
said. There were more evacuations in the resort city
of Antalya, NTV broadcaster reported.

After hitting record levels last month, tempera-
tures are set to remain high in the region. A tem-
perature of 49.1 degrees Celsius was recorded in
the southeastern town of Cizre on July 20. And
the mercury is expected to reach 40 degrees
Celsius in Antalya on Monday. Turkey’s defense
ministry released satellite images showing the
extent of the damage, with forest areas turned

black and smoke still visible.
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has been criti-

cized after it emerged that Turkey had no firefighting
planes despite one-third of its territory being forest-
ed and fires becoming an increasing problem.
According to EU figures, Turkey has been hit by 133
wildfires in 2021 so far compared with an average of
43 by this point in the year between 2008 and 2020.

Greek ‘catastrophe’ 
Firefighters were also battling fires in Greece,

after a major blaze broke out early Saturday near
Patras in the west. Five villages have been evacuat-
ed and eight people hospitalized with burns and
respiratory problems in the region, which remains
on alert. Around 20 homes have been burnt down,
according to a provisional figure from the fire
brigade. The mayor of nearby village Aigialeias,
Dimitris Kalogeropoulos, called it “an immense
catastrophe”.

Around 30 houses, barns and stables were con-
sumed by flames in the villages of Ziria, Kamares,
Achaias and Labiri. “We slept outside overnight,
terrified that we would not have a house when we
woke up,” a Labiri resident told Greek TV station
Skai. The seaside resort of Loggos was also evacu-
ated, with nearly 100 residents and tourists sent to
the nearby city of Aigio. According to EU data,
13,500 hectares had been burnt in Greece, com-

pared with an average of 7,500 at this point in the
year from 2008-2020.

‘Crazy summer’ 
Italy was again hit by fires after more than

20,000 hectares of forest, olive groves and crops
were destroyed by a blaze in Sardinia last weekend.
More than 800 flare-ups were recorded this week-
end, mainly in the south, Italy’s fire brigade said. “In
the last 24 hours, firefighters have carried out more
than 800 interventions: 250 in Sicily, 130 in Puglia
and Calabria, 90 in Lazio and 70 in Campania,” the
brigade tweeted. It added that firefighters were still
working against blazes in the Sicilian cities of
Catania, Palermo and Syracuse. While the south of
Italy has been burning, the north has suffered wild
storms. “The cost of the damage caused throughout
the northern Italian countryside by the violent
storms and hail during this crazy summer amounts
to tens of millions of euros,” the Coldiretti agricul-
tural organization said. 

In Spain, dozens of firefighters backed by water-
dropping aircraft were battling a wildfire that broke
out Saturday afternoon near the San Juan reservoir,
about 70 km east of Madrid. Firefighters said yes-
terday they had managed to stabilize the blaze
overnight but local authorities urged people to stay
away from the reservoir, a popular bathing spot for
residents of the Spanish capital. — AFP 

Fires rage across southern Europe
Turkey wildfires force more residents to flee • Greek firefighters battle forest blaze

Iran’s Raisi set to 
focus on economy 
and nuclear deal
TEHRAN: Iran’s ultraconservative Ebrahim
Raisi will be inaugurated tomorrow as the new
president of the Islamic republic, a country
mired in deep economic crisis and hit by crip-
pling US sanctions. He replaces moderate
president Hassan Rouhani, whose landmark
achievement was the 2015 nuclear deal
between Iran and six world powers. Raisi, 60,
will have to tackle the nuclear talks aimed at
reviving the deal from which the US unilateral-
ly withdrew.

Two days after tomorrow’s inauguration by
the Islamic republic’s supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Raisi will take the
oath before parliament. He won June’s election
when more than half the voters stayed away
after many political heavyweights were barred
from standing. A former judiciary chief, Raisi
has been criticized by the West for his human
rights record.

Iran’s economic problems, exacerbated by
the American sanctions, will be the new presi-
dent’s greatest challenge, according to
Clement Therme, a researcher at the European
University Institute in Italy. “His main objective
will be to improve the economic situation by
reinforcing the Islamic republic’s economic
relations with neighboring countries,” Therme
told AFP. “The goal would be to build a busi-
ness model that would protect Iran’s economic
growth from American policies and decisions.”

Therme believes Raisi’s main priority will
be to “remove US sanctions” so Iran can bol-
ster trade with its neighbors and non-Western
countries such as China and Russia. The 2015
deal saw Iran accept curbs on its nuclear
capabilities in return for an easing of sanc-
tions. But former US president Donald Trump
unilaterally withdrew from the accord three
years later and ramped up sanctions again,
prompting Tehran to pull back from most of its
nuclear commitments.

Trump’s successor Joe Biden has signaled
his readiness to return to the deal and
engaged in indirect negotiations with Iran
alongside formal talks with the agreement’s
remaining parties - Britain, China, France,
Germany and Russia.

The US sanctions choked Iran, including by
seeking to stop its oil exports, and the econo-
my contracted by more than six percent in
both 2018 and 2019. This was a blow to
Rouhani who had hoped to liberalize the
economy and develop the private sector. In
the winter of 2017-2018, and again in 2019,
street protests sparked by economic woes
rocked the country. And in July this year,
demonstrators in the oil-rich Khuzestan
province, which has been hit by drought, took
to the streets to vent their anger. — AFP 

(Left) This photograph taken on Saturday near the town of Manavgat shows a burnt car in front of a burnt house as a massive forest fire which engulfed a Mediterranean resort region on Turkey’s southern coast. (Right) A
Sikorsky S-64 Skycrane helicopter flies over the burnt area of an abandoned Club Mediterranee in Lambiri, east of Patras, yesterday. — AFP 

Afghan forces battle 
to thwart Taleban 
assaults on key cities
KABUL: Afghan government forces struggled
against Taleban assaults on several major cities yes-
terday as the insurgents stepped up a nationwide
offensive that saw a key airport in the south come
under rocket fire overnight. Hundreds of commandos
were deployed to the western city of Herat while
authorities in the southern city of Lashkar Gah
called for more troops to rein in the assaults.

Fighting has surged across the country since ear-
ly May when US-led foreign forces began a final
withdrawal from Afghanistan that is now almost
complete. After seizing large tracts of rural territory
and capturing key border crossings, the Taleban
have started assaulting provincial capitals with gru-
eling onslaughts.

Flights out of Kandahar, Afghanistan’s second-
largest city and the former stronghold for the insur-
gents, were halted after rockets struck the airport
before dawn. Airport chief Massoud Pashtun said
two rockets had hit the runway and repairs were
underway with planes likely to resume service later
yesterday. The facility is vital to maintaining the
logistics and air support needed to keep the Taleban
from overrunning the city, while also providing aerial
cover for large tracts of southern Afghanistan.

The attack came as the Taleban inched closer to
overwhelming at least two other provincial capitals,
including nearby Lashkar Gah in Helmand province.
“Fighting is going on inside the city and we have
asked for special forces to be deployed,” Ataullah
Afghan, head of Helmand provincial council, told
AFP. Afghan security forces have increasingly relied
on air strikes to push the militants back from cities

even as they run the risk of hitting civilians in heavily
populated areas.

“The city is in the worst condition. I do not know
what will happen,” said Halim Karimi, a resident of
Lashkar Gah, a city of 200,000 residents. “Neither
the Taleban will have mercy on us, nor will the gov-
ernment stop bombing.” Further west in Herat, fight-
ing continued on the city’s outskirts overnight with
air strikes targeting Taleban positions, following
another day of dramatic clashes between the insur-
gents and Afghan security forces bolstered by local
militia fighters.

Herat provincial governor’s spokesman Jailani
Farhad said around 100 militant fighters had been
killed in the attacks. Both the Taleban and govern-
ment forces tend to exaggerate their claims of casu-
alties inflicted on the other’s forces and true counts
are difficult to independently verify. Yesterday, the
ministry of defense said that hundreds of comman-
dos had been sent to Herat to help beat back the
insurgent assault. “These forces will increase offen-
sive operations and suppress the Taleban in Herat,”
the ministry tweeted.

Increasing pressure 
As fighting raged, President Ashraf Ghani again

slammed the Taleban for failing to marshal their
negotiating power to reach a peace deal. “We want
peace but they want us to surrender,” Ghani said at
a cabinet meeting. The United Nations Assistance
Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) also took issue
with the Taleban, demanding the insurgents “provide
answers” for the rocket attack on its office in Herat
Friday that killed an Afghan guard.

In a tweet posted yesterday, UNAMA indicated
there were also “violent occurrences at the Herat
base” on Saturday, without offering further details.
For months, the Taleban’s rapid territorial gains dur-
ing the final stages of the US military withdrawal
have largely been in sparsely populated rural areas.
But in recent weeks they have brought increasing

pressure on provincial capitals and seized key bor-
der crossings.

The capture of any major urban center would
take their current offensive to another level and fuel
concerns that the army is incapable of resisting the
Taleban’s advances. The government has repeatedly
dismissed the militants’ steady gains over the sum-
mer as lacking strategic value but has largely failed
to reverse their momentum on the battlefield. The
Taleban have seized Afghan cities in the past but
have managed to retain them only briefly.

The insurgents overran the northern city of
Kunduz in 2015 and 2016, and briefly held control of
Ghazni after setting ablaze key government build-
ings and destroying telecommunication towers. Top
US officials and generals have acknowledged that in
recent weeks the US military, despite being in its
final stages of withdrawal, has carried out air strikes
against the Taleban to help the Afghan forces keep
the insurgents from overrunning urban areas. —AFP 

HERAT: An Afghan National Army commando stands
guard along the road in the Enjil district of Herat
province yesterday as skirmishes between Afghan
National Army and Taleban continue. — AFP 


