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LEVERKUSEN: One person has died and four are
missing after an explosion at a chemical park in
western Germany, the site operator said yesterday,
urging residents to stay indoors as a column of black
smoke billowed from the area. Another 16 people
were injured in the incident in the city of Leverkusen,
Chempark operator Currenta said, two of them seri-
ously. All those affected worked at the site.

The cause of the huge blast, which was heard sev-
eral kilometres away, remains unknown. Germany’s
NINA warning app sent an “extreme danger” alert to
residents, telling them to close their doors and win-
dows and keep emergency numbers free as much as
possible. The explosion happened at around 09:40
am (0740 GMT) at Chempark’s waste incineration
site in Leverkusen’s Buerrig district. The area is sep-
arate from the main industrial park that houses
numerous chemical companies including Bayer,
Lanxess and Evonik Industries.

At an afternoon press conference in Leverkusen,
Chempark head Lars Friedrich said the warning to

stay indoors remained in place while experts raced to
identify the composition of the smoke cloud. Asked
whether the cloud might contain toxic gases,
Friedrich declined to speculate but said nothing
could be ruled out.

City mayor Uwe Richrath said it was “a dark day
for the people of Leverkusen”. Playgrounds in the
Buerrig and Opladen neighbourhoods would be
closed, he said, urging residents to rinse fruit and
vegetables from their gardens before eating them.

‘Tragic accident’ 
The city of Leverkusen said on its Facebook page

that measurements of pollution levels were all still “in
the green” and that any measures taken were as a
precaution. A hotline has been set up to answer
questions from concerned residents. Locals were
also asked to report any sightings of soot or residue
that may fall from the sky so it can be examined.

“We are deeply saddened by this tragic accident
and the death of an employee,” said Chempark’s

Friedrich, adding that “rescue efforts continue at full
speed” to find the four missing employees. The blast
had triggered a fire in tanks used as storage for liq-
uid solvents awaiting incineration, he said.

The large blaze took several hours to put out, with
firefighters from nearby Cologne called in to help.
Three of the tanks “were completely or partially
destroyed”, Friedrich said, making it impossible to tell
for now where the explosion started.

Large numbers of police, firefighters and rescue
crews were deployed to the scene, as well as pollu-
tion detection experts. Police in Cologne tweeted
that they had closed several motorways in the area
because of “major damage” and urged drivers to
avoid the area. Locals shared images on social
media of the black cloud rising into the air, with
some saying their windows were rattled by the
force of the explosion. 

Massive chemicals complex 
Leverkusen, on the eastern bank of the Rhine

river, lies about 20 kilometres (12 miles) north of
Cologne in the western state of North Rhine-
Westphalia. It has a population of more than
160,000 people. According to Currenta, the
Chempark chemicals complex is one of the largest
in Europe.

More than 70 companies are based at its three
locations in Leverkusen, Dormagen and Krefeld-
Uerdingen. The chemical incident comes as
Germany is reeling from historic floods earlier this
month that left at least 180 people dead in North
Rhine-Westphalia and neighbouring Rhineland-
Palatinate state.

The high death toll raised questions over the
country’s warning systems, and whether enough had
been done to notify residents ahead of time.
Government officials have called for old-school
sirens to be used more widely again, on top of smart-
phone warning apps and radio and TV broadcasts.
Currenta said it had used both sirens and the NINA
app to sound the alarm after the explosion. — AFP

One dead in blast at German chemical site
City mayor: It was ‘a dark day for the people of Leverkusen’

LEVERKUSEN: Fire engines are seen as smoke rises from a landfill and waste incineration area at the Chempark industrial park run by operator Currenta following an explosion in Leverkusen’s Buerrig district, western
Germany, yesterday. — AFP

US says China’s sea 
claims have ‘no basis’
in international law 
SINGAPORE: Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin said
yesterday that Beijing’s expansive claims in the
South China Sea have “no basis in international
law”, taking aim at China’s growing assertiveness in
the hotly contested waters. Austin’s broadside came
at the start of his first trip to Southeast Asia as US
defence secretary, as he seeks to rally allies in the
region as a bulwark to China.

President Joe Biden’s administration wants to
reset relations with Asian countries and build
alliances to face Beijing, after the turbulence and
unpredictability of the Donald Trump era. Speaking
in Singapore, Austin criticised China’s actions in the
disputed sea, where Beijing has overlapping territo-
rial claims with several Southeast Asian states.

“Beijing’s claim to the vast majority of the South
China Sea has no basis in international law,” he said
in a speech hosted by the International Institute for
Strategic Studies think tank. “That assertion treads
on the sovereignty of the states in the region,” he
said, adding that the US would support countries in
defending their rights.

China claims almost all of the resource-rich sea,
through which trillions of dollars in shipping trade
passes annually, with competing claims from

Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan and
Vietnam. Beijing has been accused of deploying a
range of military hardware including anti-ship mis-
siles and surface-to-air missiles there, and ignored
a 2016 international tribunal decision that declared
its historical claim over most of the waters to be
without basis.

Tensions have escalated in recent months
between Beijing and rival claimants. Manila was
angered after hundreds of Chinese boats were
spotted inside the Philippines’ Exclusive Economic
Zone, while Malaysia scrambled fighter jets to
intercept Chinese military aircraft that appeared
off its coast. 

‘Will not flinch’ 
Austin said yesterday that the US “will not flinch

when our interests are threatened”-but he insisted
Washington does “not seek confrontation” with China.
“I am committed to pursuing a constructive, stable
relationship with China, including stronger crisis com-
munications with the People’s Liberation Army.”

The US-China relationship has deteriorated over
a range of issues from cybersecurity and tech
supremacy to human rights in Hong Kong and
Xinjiang. Biden has largely kept the hawkish stance
on China of Donald Trump, describing the Asian
power as the pre-eminent challenge to the United
States, but has lowered the temperature and instead
emphasised working with allies and working at
home to compete better. After Singapore, Austin
will visit Vietnam and the Philippines, and will seek
to underline that the US is a “stabilising force” in

Southeast Asia, said a senior defence official.
A booming region home to more than 650 mil-

lion people, Southeast Asia has become a key bat-
tleground for influence between the US and China.
And as the region faces its most serious coron-
avirus outbreak yet, Washington and Beijing have
been competing to donate vaccines. Austin played
up the US contribution, saying Washington was
“rushing life-saving vaccine doses to the region”,
and listed several Southeast Asian countries that
had received jabs. “They are free. No conditions, no
small print-and no strings attached.” — AFP

SINGAPORE: US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin
speaks (L) speaks with Singapore’s Minister of
Defence Ng Eng Heng during the 40th International
Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) Fullerton lecture
in Singapore yesterday. —AFP

Death toll from 
Henan floods 
rises to 71 
BEIJING: The death toll from floods
in central China’s Henan province
rose to 71 yesterday as a tribute at a
subway where 14 people died was
sealed off in a sign of sensitivity to
public criticism of the government’s
handling of the disaster.

Torrential downpours dumped a
year’s rain in just three days last
week on the hardest-hit city of
Zhengzhou, flooding subway cars
and trapping more than 500 com-

muters during rush hour last Tuesday.
Images of passengers inundated by
shoulder-height water went viral on
Chinese social media.

The city government announced
yesterday the names of those who
perished in the subway, a rare
attempt at transparency after people
started leaving f lowers at the
entrance to the station. “Extreme
rains caused severe water logging in
parts of subway l ine 5, and the
retaining walls that protected the
subway lines crumbled,” the govern-
ment statement said.

Subway guards eventual ly
blocked access to the floral tribute,
but a video published by state-run
West China Metropol is  Dai ly
Tuesday showed a group of people

pushing aside the yellow barricades
on Monday night chanting “let the
spirits of those who died come back
home!”

One of the victims, identified in
the official list by his last name Sha,
was days short of his 34th birthday.
“Who would have thought that you
were only one stop away from home,
but you wil l  never come back
again,” his wife wrote on China’s
twitter-like Weibo.

Sha’s wife, who declined to give
her name, told Jimu news that she
was suing the metro operator for
negligence. Foreign journalists cov-
ering the floods have been harassed
online and on the ground, as sensitiv-
ity towards any negative portrayal of
China mounts.

Reporters from AFP were forced
to delete footage by hostile residents
and surrounded by dozens of men
while reporting on a submerged traf-
fic tunnel in Zhengzhou. Heavy
downpours that began July 17 have
affected almost 13 million people,
damaged nearly 9,000 homes and
caused economic losses in Henan
estimated at 13.9 billion yuan ($2 bil-
lion). Forecasters said yesterday
more heavy rain is expected as the
remnants of Typhoon In Fa pass
through the area.

Cities still reeling from the last
week’s floods, including Xinxiang,
Hebi and Anyang, are likely to see the
heaviest downpours from July 27 to
29, Henan’s meteorological observa-
tory said in a statement. — AFP


