
NAIROBI: The African Union announced it was
suspending Mali with immediate effect and threat-
ened the impoverished country with sanctions, after
a second military coup in nine months.  The putsch
has sparked deep concerns over stability in the
volatile Sahel region and warnings of economic
penalties from across the international community.
The AU “decides... to immediately suspend the
Republic of Mali from participation in all activities
of the African Union, its organs and institutions,
until normal constitutional order has been restored
in the country”, the body’s Peace and Security
Council said in a statement late Tuesday.

The move follows a similar suspension on Sunday
from the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS). In its statement, the AU called
for the military to “urgently and unconditionally
return to the barracks, and to refrain from further
interference in the political processes in Mali”. It
warned that if the military did not hand back power
to civilian transitional leaders, “the Council will not
hesitate to impose targeted sanctions and other
punitive measures”. 

Condemning the coup “in the strongest terms
possible”, it added it was “deeply concerned about
the evolving situation in Mali and its negative
impact on the gains made thus far in the transition
process in the country”.  Strongman Colonel Assimi
Goita was at the ECOWAS crisis summit in Ghana
on Sunday to argue the military’s case but has now
returned to Mali.  Goita last August led army offi-

cers who overthrew elected president Ibrahim
Boubacar Keita, following mass protests over per-
ceived corruption and a bloody jihadist insurgency.
After the takeover, the military agreed to appoint
civilians as interim president and prime minister
under the pressure of ECOWAS trade and financial
sanctions.

Elections pledge 
But in a move that provoked diplomatic uproar,

soldiers last week detained transitional president
Bah Ndaw and prime minister Moctar Ouane,
releasing them on Thursday while saying that they
had resigned. Mali’s constitutional court completed
Goita’s rise to full power on Friday by naming him
transitional president. With the junta going back on
its previous commitment to civilian political leaders,
doubts have been raised about its other pledges,
including a promise to hold elections in early 2022.

The junta said this week it would continue to
respect that timetable, but added that it could be
subject to change. The United States and Mali’s for-
mer colonial master France had both threatened
sanctions in response to the second coup. But
ECOWAS, at a crisis summit in Ghana on Sunday,
refrained from reimposing sanctions-a move it had
adopted after the first coup.

The 15-nation bloc still pushed for Mali to transi-
tion to civilian rule under a previously agreed
timetable. The bloc suspended Mali from ECOWAS
until February 2022, “when they are supposed to

hand over to a democratically elected government,”
Ghana’s Foreign Minister Shirley Ayorkor Botchwey
said after the meeting.

Mali is among the world’s poorest countries, and
the previous ECOWAS sanctions hit hard.  It is also

battling a jihadist insurgency which first emerged in
the north of the country in 2012 and has since
spread to Burkina Faso and Niger, leaving swathes
of the vast nation of 19 million people outside gov-
ernment control. — AFP
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23 migrants missing

ZARZIS: At least 23 migrants were missing
and two bodies recovered from the sea off
Tunisia, the Red Crescent reported yester-
day, after the military said more than 100
migrants were intercepted. The Tunisian navy
said a boat headed for Europe from Zuwara
in Libya was intercepted on Tuesday near
Miskar oil platform, some 67 kilometres (52
miles) off the coast. The migrants — 37
Eritreans, 32 Sudanese and an Egyptian, aged
between 15 and 40 — were handed over to
the Red Crescent and International
Organization for Migration in the southern
port Of Zarzis. — AFP

IC in talks over Gbagbo return

ABIDJAN: Ivory Coast’s government was to
meet with the party of former president
Laurent Gbagbo yesterday for talks on what
his supporters have announced as his
impending return. In an apparent sign of dis-
cord, Communications Minister Amadou
Coulibaly said the date of June 17, announced
by the party on Monday, had not been previ-
ously agreed by the government. “The date
was to be discussed consensually” between
the government and Gbagbo’s Ivorian Popular
Front (FPI), he said, adding: “It was not.”
Gbagbo is a highly controversial figure in
Ivory Coast, where he was forced out a
decade ago after a civil war that claimed sev-
eral thousand lives. — AFP

DR Congo unrest

KINSHASA: DR Congo’s government has
vowed to speed up a security campaign in its
troubled east, where hundreds of people have
been massacred by armed groups since the
start of the year. Speaking after new attacks
that left at least 55 people dead, Defence
Minister Gilbert Kabanda said a “state of
siege”-an initiative in which civilian officials
in the east have been replaced by army offi-
cers-would go into higher gear. “As in every
process, there’s the start-up phase, there’s the
acceleration phase and then there’s the point
where we reach the final goal,” he said
Tuesday. “Right now, we are in acceleration
phase, because all the preparations are now
in place, it’s like a plane taking off,” he said
after talks with Prime Minister Jean-Michel
Sama Lukonde. — AFP

Sinkhole threatens to swallow home

PUEBLA: A giant sinkhole that was expanding
by dozens of meters each day has alarmed resi-
dents in a rural area of central Mexico where it
was threatening to swallow a house. When the
Sanchez family heard a loud crash on Saturday
they first thought that it was a lightning strike.
But they soon discovered that the ground had
collapsed just meters from their home in a field
in Santa Maria Zacatepec in the state of Puebla.
The hole, which is full of water, was about 30
meters (nearly 100 feet) wide by Sunday. It rap-
idly grew to 60 meters on Monday and around
80 meters on Tuesday, the authorities said,
coming perilously close to the house of the
Sanchez family, who fear they will be left home-
less. “We have nothing. We’re not from here. We
have no relatives. We’re alone,” Heriberto
Sanchez, originally from the southeastern state
of Veracruz, told the media.  Scientists and the
authorities were considering hypotheses includ-
ing a geological fault or variations in the soil’s
water content as the possible causes. —AFP

NAIROBI: A supporter shouts at the arrival of the new President of Mali’s transitional government Assimi Goita
as he returns from Accra after a meeting with the ECOWAS representatives. Malian strongman Colonel Assimi
Goita returned home after West African leaders condemned a second coup. — AFP

PARADISE: “Now, when there’s
smoke here, everybody panics,” said
Steve Crowder, mayor of the small
town of Paradise that was almost
wiped off the map by California’s
deadly 2018 wildfires. The former
police officer still struggles to hold
back tears when talking about the
blaze that claimed dozens of lives and
engulfed 95 percent of his communi-
ty’s buildings. “It’s still hard to get
over the 85 people that didn’t get
out,” he told AFP. “It’s the most hor-
rific thing that I’ve ever experienced
in my life... I think fire terrorizes
everybody here.”

Across California, deadly infernos
have only expanded in size since that
traumatic year — in 2020, some 4.3
million acres went up in smoke. Now,
the western US state is bracing for
the worst as yet another dry summer
approaches. Already five times more
vegetation has burned this year com-
pared to the same time last year. “In
the last 25 months, we’ve had 101
civilians perish in wildfires with over
21,000 structure destroyed within
Butte County,” said John Messina, fire
chief of the county where Paradise is
located.

“That supersedes anything that
California has seen in modern times”
and serves as a warning, or “ground
zero,” for what could lie ahead of the

rest of the state, according to
Messina. “In the past, we may have
had one fire in the summer that was
notable,” he said. “Now 50 percent of
our fires are notable — and what I
mean by notable is something that
really, really exceeded our expecta-
tions on growth and intensity.”

‘No reset’
While fires are part of the natural

cycle of California’s forests, the fire
season is starting earlier and ending
later each year.  Climate change is “is
considered a key driver of this trend,”
state fire officials note in their 2021
forecast, with the fire season length-
ened by an estimated 75 days in part
of the state. For Messina, the concept
of a summer and fall “fire season” is
no longer meaningful. “Fire season’s
year round — we’re busier during a
specific time, but the potential for
wildfire exists throughout the year,”
he said. “We work our employees
extremely hard in the summer for four,
five, six, seven months, under the
expectation that we’re going to give
them a break in the wintertime and
kind of reset. “There is no reset any
more in California.”

‘Tinderbox’
Making matters worse is the

chronic lack of rainfall  affecting

California, in particular its northern
counties. “This year is another
exceptional year when it comes to
the potential — we are in a fairly sig-
nificant drought,” said Messina, not-
ing that vegetation is already
extremely dry for so early in the year.
“All we need is the ignition now and
then we have a problem. So we’re on
high alert,” he said.

According to Crowder, vegetation
around Paradise is like “a tinderbox,”
having dried out months earlier than
usual. His town in northern California
has taken several steps to avoid a
repeat of the tragic 2018 “Camp
Fire,” with homeowners required to
clear brush, particularly around
buildings, and to keep grass lawns

cut to below four inches.
Firefighters are stepping up

inspections to ensure the rules are
being followed. But the effort is made
more difficult because only a few
thousand of the town’s former 26,000
residents have moved back to
Paradise since 2018’s mass evacua-
tions. Many landowners are hard or
impossible to reach. “I’ve asked each
one of them, if not for yourself, do it
for your neighbor who’s left behind...
we’re trying everything we can to
make it a fire-safe town,” said the
mayor. While the area’s levels of flam-
mable vegetation are well below pre-
2018, “if we do nothing for the next 10
years, we’re going to be right back
where we were,” he added. — AFP

PARADISE: In this file photo a Cal Fire firefighter maintains equipment at the Paradise
Fire Department Station No. 1 during the California drought emergency in Paradise,
California. —AFP

Drought-hit ‘tinderbox’ California
braces for fires in months ahead

Former minister 
warns Libya not 
to delay vote
BRUSSELS: Libya’s former interior minister-a
probable presidential candidate-has warned
Tripoli’s transitional government not to delay elec-
tions as the strife-torn country seeks a return to
peace and security. In an interview with AFP, Fathi
Bashagha-who left the government in March but is
still an influential figure-said only that he was “still
thinking” about a possible presidential run.

But he added that, 10 years after the overthrow
of dictator Moamer Gadhafi and with UN-spon-
sored peace talks underway, Libyans are “optimistic
about the future” and ready to build “a strong
state”. And he stressed that, as a former interior
minister, he has “statecraft-related experience, first
and foremost in the field of security”.

“We have to attach great importance to the sta-
bilisation of the country and to our security,” he
told AFP, criticising Libya’s current transitional gov-
ernment for failing to exert control over armed fac-
tions. Libya’s transitional government under Prime
Minister Abdul Hamid Dbeibah and a presidential
council headed by Mohammad Younes Menfi is
engaged in a UN-sponsored peace process and has
promised to hold polls.

Germany will host a new set of talks in Berlin in
three weeks’ time, focused on preparations for a
national vote on December 24 and the withdrawal
of foreign forces from the country after a decade of
violence. There has been a formal truce in the coun-
try since October, but the UN envoy for Libya, Jan
Kubis, has warned that progress on pulling out for-
eign forces and uniting divided institutions has
stalled. Bashagha, a 58-year-old former air force
officer who joined the revolt against Kadhafi’s
regime as a member of the Islamist-led Misrata mil-
itary council, placed the blame for the delay on the
government.

“Now, it is clear that the present government

would prefer not to have elections. But this is a com-
mitment which has to be brought to completion,” he
told AFP. “So as far as the elections are concerned,
the parliamentary and the presidential elections will
take place simultaneously and, for the first time, the
president will be elected by direct vote.”

Migrants bombed 
Bashagha is on a tour of European capitals and

was in Brussels to meet members of the European
parliament and NGO leaders to talk about the
future of his country-while discreetly pushing his
own credentials. Brussels is most concerned about
the problem of would-be migrants and refugees
leaving Libya’s shores-often on overloaded and
unsafe smuggling ships-bound for European Union
countries. The former Libyan minister stressed that
he had taken this issue seriously when in office but
warned that it was best dealt with by a unified
Libyan government.

“We cooperated with the European Union in this
field, despite the difficult conditions,” he said, not-
ing that migrant retention centres had been bombed
during a rebel assault on Tripoli last year. The Berlin
peace talks later this month will deal with the
urgency of foreign forces-such as Russian merce-
naries backing eastern strongman Khalifa Haftar-
leaving the country.

But Bashagha defended the presence of the
Turkish forces that he said had helped the authori-
ties in Tripoli defend the capital from forces loyal to
Haftar-who may himself become a rival presidential
candidate. He noted that it was the former Libyan
government under then prime minister Fayez al-
Sarraj that had requested Turkish support “to help
with the defence of Tripoli”. “And indeed, owing to
the Turkish help, it was possible and to defend the
city and the attack failed,” he said. 

“And now, in Libya, we can notice that Libya is
advancing towards peace, and it’s putting an end to
the war. This requires the absolute condition of
organising elections. This will bring about security
and peace.” He warned the current government not
to “put obstacles” in the way of elections, which he
insisted would be supported by Libyans from
across the country after a decade of chaos. — AFP

Lebanon special
tribunal ‘risks 
closure over funding’
THE HAGUE: The Special Tribunal for Lebanon,
which tries suspects over the 2005 Beirut bombing
that killed former premier Rafic Hariri and 21 others,
risks closure over severe funding shortfalls, it
warned yesterday. “Without immediate funding, the
Tribunal will not be able to operate beyond July
2021,” the Netherlands-based court said in a state-
ment, describing its current financial crisis as
“unprecedented”.

The shutdown would affect the court’s ability to
conclude the two cases currently before it, the STL
said. The tribunal, which draws 51 percent of its
budget from donor countries and the rest from
Lebanon, said that “the challenging circumstances
generated by the global COVID-19 pandemic and
the concerning situation in Lebanon” had already
forced it to slash its 2021 budget by 37 percent
compared to previous years.

Lebanon is in the grip of a severe economic cri-
sis, with the World Bank saying Tuesday that it was
likely to rank among the world’s worst financial
crises since the mid-19th century. Born out of a UN
Security Council resolution, the court last year sen-
tenced Hezbollah suspect Salim Ayyash in absentia
to life imprisonment over the huge 2005 truck
bombing.   The 57-year-old remains on the run, with
Hassan Nasrallah, the head of the Shiite Hezbollah
movement, refusing to hand him over or to recog-
nise the court’s authority.

The court said in April that Ayyash cannot
appeal his life sentence unless he hands himself in.
Prosecutors have appealed against the acquittal of
three other suspects, also in absentia. Sunni bil-
l ionaire Harir i , who had stepped down as
Lebanon’s prime minister in October 2004, was
killed in the February 2005 suicide blast targeting
his armoured convoy.  The attack killed 22 people,
injuring 226.  —AFP


