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EHSIM: Members of the Syrian Civil Defence (White Helmets)
remove the body of a woman from the rubble of a house hit
by regime artillery fire in the village of Ehsim. —AFP

Europe flood death toll tops 180
Merkel sees ‘surreal’ wreckage, Belgium death toll jumps to 27
BERLIN: Chancellor Angela Merkel said yesterday that
she was horrified by the “surreal” devastation in the
flood-ravaged region of Germany, as the toll in western
Europe reached at least 184 people dead with dozens
still missing. Wearing hiking boots and offering pandem-
ic-safe fist bumps to rescue workers, the veteran leader
walked through the village of Schuld in Rhineland-
Palatinate state, one of the two hardest-hit regions in
western Germany.

Merkel, who is retiring from polit ics after
September’s elections, listened to the accounts of resi-
dents where the swollen Ahr river swept away houses
and left debris piled high in the streets. “It is a surreal,
eerie situation,” a visibly shaken Merkel told reporters,
as she pledged quick aid to rebuild. “It is shocking — I
can almost say that the German language doesn’t have
words for the destruction that’s been wreaked.”

At least 157 people have died since Wednesday in
Germany’s worst flooding in living memory, police said.
In Rhineland-Palatinate state alone , authorities reported
110 dead and 670 injured. At least 27 people have lost
their lives in neighbouring Belgium. Rescue crews were
sifting through rubble to find victims and survivors, often

in dangerous conditions. Police deployed speedboats and
divers to recover bodies swept away in the torrents.

Historic heavy rainfall also battered Switzerland,
Luxembourg and the Netherlands. As the waters began
to recede in Rhineland-Palatinate and neighbouring
North-Rhine Westphalia (NRW), concern shifted south
to Germany’s Upper Bavaria region, where incessant
rains inundated basements and led rivers and creeks late
Saturday to burst their banks.

One person died in Berchtesgadener Land, a spokes-
woman for the Bavarian district told AFP. In the eastern
state of Saxony, authorities reported a “significant risk
situation” in several villages. In Austria, emergency
workers in the Salzburg and Tyrol regions were on high
alert for flooding. The scenic town centre of Hallein was
under water. Pope Francis expressed his “nearness” to
the people of the stricken regions. “May the Lord wel-
come the deceased and comfort their loved ones, may he
sustain the efforts of everyone who are helping those
who have suffered serious damage,” he said yesterday.

‘Sorry’ for laughing 
German Finance Minister Olaf Scholz pledged more

than 300 million euros ($354 million) in emergency aid
for people who lost homes and businesses, with the cab-
inet to approve a much larger reconstruction package
on Wednesday. The disaster has increasingly taken on
political overtones in Germany, which heads to the polls
on September 26 for a general election that will mark
the end of Merkel’s 16 years in power. With experts say-
ing climate change is making extreme weather events
more likely, candidates vying to succeed her have called
for more climate action.

Armin Laschet, the premier of hard-hit North-Rhine
Westphalia (NRW) state and frontrunner in the race,
said efforts to tackle global warming should be “speed-
ed up”. But Laschet scored an own goal Saturday when
he was filmed laughing in the devastated town of
Erftstadt in NRW, where a landslide was triggered by
the floods. In the footage, Laschet could be seen chat-
ting and joking in the background as President Frank-
Walter Steinmeier gave a statement expressing his
sympathies to grieving families. “Laschet laughs while
the country cries,” wrote the top-selling Bild daily.
Laschet later apologised on Twitter for the “inappropri-
ate” moment.

Divers, armoured vehicles 
The scale of the flood impact was gradually becom-

ing clear in Germany, with damaged buildings being
assessed, some of which will have to be demolished, and
efforts under way to restore gas, electricity and tele-
phone services.

In some areas, soldiers used armoured vehicles to clear
the debris clogging streets. Local authorities in NRW and
Rhineland-Palatinate said dozens of people remain unac-
counted for across both states. They have stressed, how-
ever, that disruption to communication networks made a
precise assessment difficult, and the real number of miss-
ing could be lower. “I’ve lived here my whole life, I was
born here, and I’ve never seen anything like it,” said
Gregor Degen, a baker in the devastated spa town of Bad
Neuenahr-Ahrweiler, near Schuld.

Across the border in Belgium, the death toll jumped to
27 with many people still missing. European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen and Prime Minister
Alexander de Croo visited the flooded areas of Rochefort
and Pepinster together on Saturday. “Europe is with you,”
von der Leyen tweeted afterwards. “We are with you in
mourning and we will be with you in rebuilding.” —AFP

SCHULD: German Chancellor Angela Merkel (2ndR) and Rhineland-Palatinate State Premier Malu Dreyer (R) talk to residents during their visit in the flood-ravaged village of Schuld near Bad Neuenahr-Ahrweiler, Rhineland-Palatinate state, western
Germany, yesterday. —AFP

13 dead as petrol 
tanker explodes 
in Kenya  
NAIROBI: Thirteen people were killed and others
seriously burned when a “huge fireball” engulfed a
crowd in Kenya as they siphoned fuel from an over-
turned petrol truck that ignited without warning.
Police said yesterday the death toll could rise, with
investigators trying to account for the missing, and
charred bones found among the twisted wreckage of
the fuel tanker.

The truck collided with another vehicle and turned
over late Saturday near Malanga, some 315 kilometres
(195 miles) northwest of Nairobi, on the busy highway
between Kisumu and the border with Uganda.

Onlookers rushed to the crash site with jerrycans
to collect the leaking fuel but shortly after the truck
exploded, consuming the crowd in a terrible inferno.
“We were woken up by a very loud blast. When I
rushed out, I saw a huge fireball and people were
screaming,” said nearby resident Jack Odhiambo.

Those on the scene first managed to get away
safely with some fuel, said witness Magdalene
Adhiambo. But others went back for a second round,
and the crowd grew larger as more and more people
arrived hoping to get lucky. “That’s when the fire
started,” she said.

Wycliffe Otieno said he had just started filling his
jerrycan when the slick around him ignited. “I was able
to run to safety... I just don’t know how lucky I was,
because I have been told the people we were with did

not survive,” Otieno said from his hospital bed.

‘Burned with their motorbikes’ 
Charles Chacha, a local police chief in Siaya

County where the accident occurred, said 24 people
were in hospital with serious burns. Earlier, he said
children were among those injured. Investigators were
still combing the charred wreckage and fear the death
toll could climb.

“The death toll we have as of now is still 13. These
are bodies at the mortuary,” Chacha said. “However,
we have people who are unaccounted for. We will
require a proper examination to determine if there
were people burnt completely at the scene, where
bones were found.” —AFP

KISUMU: People stand next to a burnt out petrol tanker
that burst into flames when it overturned in western
Kenya, while a crowd thronged to collect the spilling fuel,
on the busy highway between Kisumu and the border
with Uganda, yesterday. —AFP

23 dead in landslide, 
wall collapse in 
India monsoon rains 
MUMBAI: At least 23 people were killed after several
homes were crushed by a collapsed wall and a landslide
triggered by heavy monsoon rains in India’s financial cap-
ital Mumbai, authorities said yesterday.

Rainwater also inundated a water purification complex,
disrupting supply “in most of the parts of Mumbai”, a
megacity of 20 million people, civic authorities said. A
falling tree demolished a wall in the eastern suburb of
Chembur during yesterday’s early hours, burying nearby
residents, the National Disaster Response Force (NDRF)
said. Seventeen bodies have been recovered from the rub-
ble, it added, with rescue operations ongoing. “In the adja-
cent house, I saw a small girl who was trapped in the

debris. She was shouting ‘save me, save me’,” Firoz Khan,
who was caught up in the downpour in Chembur, told AFP.

“Her body was trapped in the mud. Somehow, I man-
aged to pull her out. She had injuries in her legs. I nar-
rowly survived this collapse.” Another resident, Manda
Gautam Pradhan, said she had seen “rocks and mud...
gushing down the hill along with the rainwater”. In the
suburb of Vikhroli in the city’s northeast, six people were
killed after a landslide hit five homes early Sunday, the
NDRF added.

Building collapses are common during India’s June-
September monsoon season, with old and rickety struc-
tures buckling under days of non-stop rain. Last month,
12 people were killed when a building collapsed in a
Mumbai slum. And last September, 39 people died when
a three-storey apartment block collapsed in Bhiwandi
near the financial capital. Mumbai has been hit by down-
pours since Saturday, with local transport services affect-
ed. The city’s civic body did not say when the water sup-
ply was expected to be restored, but advised residents to
boil the liquid before using it. —AFP

Syria regime 
fire kills 7
EHSIM: Syrian regime artillery fire killed
seven civilians including three children in
the country’s last major rebel bastion of
Idlib, a Britain-based war monitor said
yesterday. The shelling hit in the village
of Ehsim late Saturday, in the south of
the Idlib region, the Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights said.

A family member told AFP that visi-
tors had gathered to congratulate a male
relative on getting married when the
shelling struck their home. Earlier in the
day, rockets fired by pro-government
forces killed six civilians in the village of
Sarja, including three children and a res-
cue worker, meaning at least 13 were
killed in total in Idlib on Saturday. The
shelling in Ehsim came hours after
President Bashar al-Assad took the oath
of office for a fourth term, pledging to
“liberate” areas still beyond government
control. The deaths are the latest viola-

tions of a ceasefire deal agreed by rebel
backer Turkey and government ally
Russia in March 2020 to stem a regime
offensive on the jihadist-dominated
stronghold.

An AFP photographer in Ehsim saw
rescue workers under floodlights cut
through a collapsed ceiling to retrieve
the body of a woman. Bundling her body
up in a blanket, they then gently lowered
it down a ladder and carried it into an
ambulance.

The Observatory said she was among
four women and three girls killed in the

bombardment. Bordering Turkey, the
northwestern Idlib region is home to
around three million people, more than
half displaced by fighting in other parts
of war-torn Syria. Many rely on humani-
tarian aid to survive.

The region is dominated by Syria’s
former Al-Qaeda affiliate Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham, but other rebel groups are also
present. Syria’s war has killed around
half a million people and forced millions
more to flee their homes since starting in
2011 with the brutal repression of anti-
government protests. —AFP

15 missing 
after ship sinks 
in Liberia 
MONROVIA: Between 15 and 17 people are miss-
ing after a vessel sank off the coast of Liberia, the
West African state’s government and coastguard
said yesterday. Search and rescue operations are
ongoing, Liberia’s Maritime Authority
Commissioner Eugene Lenn Nagbe told reporters

in the capital Monrovia. Coastguards have pulled 11
people from the water, he said. A coastguard offi-
cial also told the press conference that 15 to 17
people were still believed to be missing. Rescue
operations began late Saturday afternoon after the
authorities received a distress signal from a vessel
named Niko Ivanka.

Nagbe, the maritime commissioner, said that the
ship had left Monrovia on Saturday morning and
was heading for the central port city of Buchanan
when it began to take on water. Early reports of the
incident suggested that the vessel sank in the
southeast of the country. —AFP


