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Massive fire engulfs Indonesian oil refinery
Operations shut to prevent the fire from spreading
JAKARTA: A massive blaze broke out yesterday at
one of Indonesia’s biggest oil refineries after a
huge explosion turned the sprawling complex into
a raging inferno. Firefighters battled to contain the
fire at the Balongan refinery in West Java, operated
by state oil company Pertamina, as towering plumes
of black smoke rose into the sky. “There was a very
loud sound and I thought it was a hurricane,” one
local resident, Rumaji, told AFP. “I looked outside
and the fire was huge. The flames were shooting
into the sky.”  At least five people were seriously
injured and about 1,000 local residents were evac-
uated from the scene after the fire broke out early
yesterday morning at a storage tank and then
spread to other containers.

The local disaster agency said one person had
died from a heart attack after the explosion. About
15 people were slightly injured and authorities said
they were checking on the whereabouts of three
others. “To prevent the fire from spreading we’ve
shut down operations... and are putting our efforts
into handling the blaze,” Pertamina’s president
director Nicke Widyawati said in a statement.

The cause of the fire was not clear, but the com-
pany said the blaze broke out during a lightning
storm. By yesterday afternoon, the disaster agency
said the blaze had been contained but was yet to
be extinguished. Pertamina said it did not expect
the fire to cause fuel supply disruptions due to its
high volume of stock. “There’s more than enough

national supply,” said Mulyono, Pertamina’s logis-
tics and infrastructure director, who like many
Indonesians goes by one name. “So people don’t
need to panic.”

Greenpeace called for a probe into the accident.
“These kinds of dangerous incidents have been
happening repeatedly in fossil-fuel industries,” the
environmental group said. “If there’s any evidence
of negligence or a violation of (health and safety)
procedures, the government must file criminal
charges to hold Pertamina accountable,” it added.
The sprawling plant-which opened in the mid-
nineties and can refine some 125,000 barrels of oil
a day-is about 200 kilometers east of the capital
Jakarta.—AFP 

INDRAMAYU, Indonesia: This aerial photo shows the blaze raging on at Balongan refinery in Indramayu, West Java, operated by state oil company Pertamina, yesterday. —AFP

S Africa’s rail stations
in ruins after COVID 
lockdown plunder    
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s railway infrastruc-
ture has been ravaged during coronavirus lockdown,
with thieves plundering anything from cables and
handrails to bricks and doors. In the strictest months
of confinement last year, looters went to work on
unguarded stations and railway infrastructure, mak-
ing off with almost anything that could be ripped off
or cut down and carted off. Kliptown, a train station
in the famous Johannesburg township of Soweto, lies
in ruins, stripped bare of its windows and doors and
even its roof.

Signaling and electric cables have been yanked
out. Staircase railings have been sawn off. Even the
perimeter walls have not been spared, with bricks
bashed out and hauled away. “It’s like an atomic
bomb was thrown here... It’s like a tsunami,” lament-
ed a community leader, George Mohlala, 37, point-
ing to the ruined station. When President Cyril
Ramaphosa placed the country under a strict lock-
down, railway stations were left unguarded. More
than 80 percent of the country’s train stations have
been vandalised, the state-owned rail operator
Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa (PRASA)
said. What’s left  of  the t icketing off ice in the
Kliptown station are shards of glass-the only evi-
dence of turnstiles that once functioned here.

‘Like a war zone’ 
“It’s like a war zone,” said a despondent Mohlala,

navigating around holes dug on the platform to
extract underground cables. “The only thing that is
left here is heavy (items) that people cannot lift,” he
said, pointing to rusty rail tracks, flanked by weeds
and grass. Some locals are even illegally tapping

into electricity from the disused stations to their
homes. Ironically, the vandalism occurred as the
government embarked on an ambitious multi-bil-
lion-dollar plan to modernize its urban commuter
rail transport network.

Around 50 kilometers east of Johannesburg in
the small town of Nigel is a state-of-the-art factory
that is manufacturing “people’s trains,” as they are
dubbed. Named Gibela (“Get on board” in the Zulu
language), it is run by a consortium of French giant
Alstom and South Africa’s Ubumbano Rail and has a
contract to build a fleet of 3,600 coaches or 600
complete trains-including wagons and engines-by
the turn of the decade.

Since 2018, the factory has produced more than
50 complete trains, of which 16 have been dis-
patched to Cape Town and Durban. The rest are
safely locked away at a storage depot in Pretoria
awaiting deployment. The 51-billon-rand ($3-billion,
2.8-billion-euro) contract is one of the largest in
post-apartheid South Africa. After overcoming
teething troubles and fal l ing behind schedule,
Gibela is ramping up production.

“We will have to deliver 62 trains per year until
the end of the project,” Gibela factory manager
Loic Le Gorrec told AFP.  Alstom’s Southern Africa
regional general manager Bernard Peil le, said:
“Having this target of producing two cars per day in
two years... (Gibela) should be basically one of the
fastest production factories in the world, not only in
Africa.”

Vandal ism vow -Transport  Minister  Fiki le
Mbalula blamed the looting on “collapse of securi-
ty” but vowed to crack down on the problem with
the help of a scheme to recruit locals as guards
backed by police. “We are fixing the infrastructure
that is vandalized,” he told AFP. “Protecting these
assets is a collective responsibility we must all
shoulder.” Pillaging of rail infrastructure is not new
in South Africa with thieves targeting copper cables
in the past.

But the vandalism reached shocking new heights

last year-shacks even sprouted on rail tracks in
Cape Town’s Langa township. Once stuck for sever-
al  hours on a tra in sta l led by cable theft ,
Ramaphosa has described the plunder of rail assets
as “the worst form of economic crime”. “We obvi-
ously don’t make trains to be antiques, we don’t
make them to be in storage or in museums,” Gibela
CEO Hector Danisa told AFP.

“So when you see infrastructure that is unable to
efficiently use our trains it’s worrying,” he said. “It’s
abnormal, people stripping an entire station... it’s
painful”. The damage runs into billions of rands,
said PRASA board chairman Leonard Mamatlakane,
admitting it was a mistake to have left the stations
unguarded. “We should have done something better
to prevent that, but we could not see it coming,” he
told AFP. Commuters have meanwhile borne the
brunt. Food vendor Zodwa Mangena, 40, last took a
train over a year ago.  “It’s messed up,” she said
referring to the Wonderboom station in Pretoria.
“Now we use taxis (privately-run minibuses) and
they are expensive,” she said.  —AFP

England eases
curbs but Europe 
reels from surges
LONDON: England began to further ease its coron-
avirus lockdown yesterday, spurred by rapid vaccina-
tions, but governments in the rest of Europe struggled
to contain COVID-19 surges. Dramatic infection
spikes in Europe have forced a tightening of unpopu-
lar restrictions across the continent, with
Washington’s top pandemic expert warning the
United States could suffer a similar surge if curbs are
eased too quickly. In sharp contrast, people in
England were set for what newspapers dubbed
“Happy Monday”, with stay-at-home orders relaxed
to allow outdoor gatherings of up to six people and
the resumption of amateur sports. “But we must
remain cautious, with cases rising across Europe and
new variants threatening our vaccine rollout,” Prime
Minister Boris Johnson said, conceding that the
European wave could hit Britain.

On Sunday, Britain passed the milestone of giving
the first vaccine dose to more than 30 million adults,
and the government plans to allow outdoor drinking
in pub gardens and non-essential retail such as hair-
dressers in England from April 12. The other nations
in the United Kingdom-Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland-are following their own schedules.
The mood was grim across the English Channel, how-
ever. A snowballing of cases in France intensified
pressure on health infrastructure, and top officials
warned Sunday that Paris hospitals may be forced to
turn patients away. “In 10 days, 15 days or three
weeks we may be overwhelmed,” senior Paris hospi-
tals official Remi Salomon told BFMTV, pleading for a
new lockdown-including for schools.

And in Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel on
Sunday pleaded with state governments to stop stray-
ing from agreed pandemic measures, with her govern-
ment under pressure over a sluggish vaccine rollout
and testing delays. Germany’s disease control agency
has warned of an “exponential” growth in cases.
Belgium has also tightened restrictions-all schools and
universities was closed from yesterday, effectively
extending the Easter holiday to three weeks.

‘Oil for vaccines’ 
The pandemic has claimed more than 2.7 million

lives globally. Europe’s latest wave of infections came
after outbreaks were largely brought under control
and as nations prepared for mass vaccine rollouts.
Top US pandemic advisor Anthony Fauci said the
trend served as a warning to the United States. The
world’s worst-hit nation has recently ramped up its
vaccination drive, giving on average more than two
million shots daily last week. But Fauci said some US
states were easing curbs too prematurely.

When case numbers begin to plateau, he
explained on CBS, “you’re really in danger of a surge
coming up.” “We’ve seen that in our own country, and
that’s exactly what’s happened in Europe... where they
plateaued and then started to come back.” Despite
their struggles, wealthy nations such as the United
States have managed to give out the bulk of shots
worldwide, and the United Nations Secretary-General
criticized them for stockpiling vaccines beyond the
needs of their populations.

“I’m very concerned with this very unfair distribu-
tion of vaccines in the world,” Antonio Guterres said
in an interview broadcast Sunday by the Canadian
channel CBC. Impoverished Venezuela on Sunday
offered “oil for vaccines”, as the sanctions-hit nation
faced a second wave of infections. —AFP

PRETORIA, Gauteng: Workers inspect newly constructed
trains at the PRASA Wolmerton depot near Pretoria. —AFP

India dampens down
festival fever as cases
pass 12 million
MUMBAI: Indian authorities clamped down on one of
the country’s biggest Hindu festivals yesterday as the
country passed 12 million coronavirus cases with
financial hub Mumbai recording its highest-ever rise
in daily infections. Public celebrations to mark Holi-a
popular festival where people smear color on each
other-were banned in some states and territories,
including the capital Delhi, over fears they could
become ‘super-spreader’ events, with police patrolling
streets in Mumbai to prevent large gatherings.
Despite the restrictions, revelers still gathered in

neighborhoods across the country, banging drums and
hurling coloured powder at each other.

“We are aware of the pandemic, but we cannot
ignore the wishes of the people who want to celebrate
the festival of color,” TV actor Debdut Ghosh, who is
campaigning for an election in West Bengal state, told
AFP in Kolkata. Many people also took to the streets in
the northern city of Lucknow in Uttar Pradesh state, the
country’s Hindu heartland of 1.3 billion people.

“Had it not been a festival, I would not have stepped
out,” septuagenarian B.K. Tiwari told AFP as he carried
his color-smeared facemask. The muted celebrations
went ahead despite a nationwide surge in coronavirus
cases. India reported 68,020 new daily infections yes-
terday-a significant rise from below 9,000 in early
February-taking the total number of cases to more than
12 million. “If the outbreak grows at that pace-about five
times in five weeks-that’s worrisome,” virologist Shahid
Jameel told AFP, adding that the lack of mask-wearing

and social distancing was fuelling the surge. Mumbai
reported more than 6,900 new cases-a record for the
city of 20 million and more than double last year’s peak.

The western state of Maharashtra, home to
Mumbai, is mulling a full lockdown to tackle the
spread of the disease after imposing a nightly curfew
from Sunday. India-the third-most infected nation-has
shied away from harsh restrictions to combat COVID-
19, after gradually lifting one of the world’s strictest
lockdowns last year to revive the devastated economy.
Optimism that India’s vaccine drive would ease the
impact of the virus has also faltered with sluggish
inoculation rates.

More than 60 million shots have been administered
since mid-January, a far slower pace than needed to
reach the ambitious target of vaccinating 300 million
people by the end of July. India, home to the world’s
biggest vaccine manufacturer, has meanwhile slowed its
export of shots due to the spike. —AFP


