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OROVILLE, United States: Summer has not even
begun and Lake Oroville, the second-largest
reservoir in California that provides drinking water
to more than 25 million people, is at less than half
of its average capacity at this time of year. It is a
worrying indication of the worsening drought con-
ditions in the northern part of the Golden State.

“When we go into a year like this with the
reservoir low and with really dry conditions
throughout the state, that is concerning,” John
Yarbrough, the assistant deputy director of the
California Department of Water Resources, told
AFP. “The reservoir is much lower than we would
like to see it, much lower than typical at this time
of year. It’s about 47 percent of average,” he said,
pointing to the cracked earth forming the lake wall.

Since May 10, California Governor Gavin
Newsom has declared a state of emergency linked
to drought in more than 40 counties. Conditions in
Butte County, where Lake Oroville is located, are
already seen as “extreme,” the highest level. And
the situation-exacerbated by the effects of climate
change across the western United States-is not
expected to improve before the rains return in five
or six months.

Yarbrough said that in 2019, which he called a
“good year,” the water level reached the trees on
the edge of the dam-meaning it was about 50
meters (165 feet) higher than usual. Residents of
the area told AFP they had never seen dry condi-
tions like this before. Many of them recalled how in
2017, they had to evacuate because torrential rains
had prompted authorities to fear that the dam
would break under the pressure. Not even five
years later, the situation has shifted dramatically.

Evaporating snow 
Lake Oroville, built in the 1960s at the conflu-

ence of three rivers, is the key component of
California’s State Water Project, a massive net-

work of reservoirs, aqueducts and pipelines
bringing water from the northern part of the state
to the south, which has a higher population and a
far drier climate.  “This lake right here provides
drinking water for 27 mil l ion Californians,”
Yarbrough said, adding that it also irrigates “up to
750,000 acres” (303,000 hectares) of farmland.

On average, Northern California gets two-
thirds of the state’s total precipitation, but this
year has been particularly bad. On April 1, which
traditionally marks the end of snowfall in the
state, snow reserves in the Sierra Nevada moun-
tains-source for about a third of the water used in
California-stood at only about 60 percent of the
average. “One unique thing this year is, as that
snow melted, the runoff ended up soaking into
dry soils and evaporating,” meaning very little
runoff ended up in Lake Oroville, Yarbrough
explained. The waters contained by Oroville Dam,
the tallest in the United States at 770 feet (235
meters), will not dry up that quickly, but at the
end of the so-cal led dry season the lake is
expected to be at its lowest level recorded since
September 1977.

Fears of forest fires  
After two years with very little precipitation,

and with no assurances that upcoming seasons
will be any better, water restrictions are the next
step. The Cal i fornia Department of  Water
Resources, which runs the State Water Project,
has warned that it risks being unable to provide
more than five percent of requested supplies this
year. The owners of dozens of boats moored on
Lake Oroville were forced this week to put the
vessels in dry dock, or risk seeing them run
aground and be damaged. Another serious conse-
quence of the drought: the increased risk of wild-
fires, which is particularly worrying for authori-
ties in a region that has been repeatedly devas-

tated in recent years by massive forest blazes.
The charred trees that dot the landscape around
Lake Oroville are a stark reminder: Last year,
more than 6,500 square miles (17,000 square
kilometers) went up in flames in California alone,
and 33 people were killed, including 15 at Berry
Creek, not far from Oroville.  This year, fires have
already consumed five times more vegetation
than at the same point in time in 2020.

“I think we’re in a long-term trend of drought

conditions. And it’s been going on for about six
years,” said Butte County fire chief John Messina.
“We’ve had a few wet years in between those
years, but overall, we’re much drier than what
we’re used to,” he said. “It doesn’t take a rocket
scientist to understand if you don’t have precipi-
tation, your fuels don’t stay moist-and the drier
the fuels are, the more potential there is to have a
catastrophic wildfire, or at least an extremely
busy summer in California.” —AFP

Lake Oroville is at less than half of its average capacity at this time of year

California already in throes 
of drought as summer looms

In this aerial image, houseboats are moored as dry land is exposed on the banks of Lake Oroville reservoir
due to low water levels during the California drought emergency in Oroville, California. —AFP

West African leaders 
meet to discuss 
Mali double coup
ACCRA, Ghana: West African leaders were due to
meet in Ghana today to discuss a response to Mali’s
second coup in nine months, which has sparked
warnings of fresh sanctions and deep concerns over
stability in the volatile Sahel region. Mali’s new
president Colonel Assimi Goita arrived in Accra on
Saturday for preliminary talks ahead of the extraor-
dinary summit of regional bloc ECOWAS, which
was due to start at 1400 GMT.

Presidents Muhammadu Buhari of Nigeria,
Alassane Ouattara of Ivory Coast and Burkina
Faso’s Marc Christian Kabore were among those
attending the summit, which came as another deadly
jihadist attack underscored Mali’s chronic instabili-
ty. Goita led the young army officers who overthrew
Mali’s elected president Ibrahim Boubacar Keita
last August over perceived corruption and his fail-
ure to quell a bloody jihadist insurgency.

After the takeover, the military agreed to appoint

civilians as interim president and prime minister
under pressure from ECOWAS, which has served as
a mediator. But on Monday, soldiers detained tran-
sitional president Bah Ndaw and prime minister
Moctar Ouane, releasing them on Thursday while
saying that they had resigned.

The twin arrests triggered a diplomatic uproar
and marked Mali’s second apparent coup within a
year. Mali’s constitutional court completed Goita’s
rise to full power on Friday by naming him transition-
al president. With the junta going back on its previ-
ous commitment to civilian political leaders, doubts
have been raised about its other pledges, including
holding 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.

Five dead in fresh attack 
Mali’s presidency said on its Facebook page that

Goita would hold one-on-one talks with Ghana’s
President Nana Akufo-Addo in Accra “as well as
bilateral meetings with partners and friends of
Mali”. ECOWAS issued sanctions against Mali after
the August coup before lifting them when the tran-
sitional government was put in place.

The 15-nation bloc has warned of reimposing
sanctions on the country, as has the United States

and former colonial power France. French leader
Emmanuel Macron said in an interview with the
Journal du Dimanche newspaper published Sunday
that Paris “could not stay by the side of a country
where there is no longer democratic legitimacy or
a transition”. —AFP

BAMAKO: Leader of the coalition M5-RFP (Mouvement
du 5 Juin-Rassemblement des Forces Patriotiques)
Choguel Kokalla Maiga (center) speaks to the press as
the coalition proposed his candidature to the prema-
ture after that colonel Assimi Goita led a coup to over-
throw the government. —AFP

Why scientists are 
concerned about 
leaks at biolabs
WASHINGTON: The theory that COVID-19
might be the result of scientific experiments has
thrown a spotlight on the work of the world’s
most secure biolabs. While the evidence linking
SARS-CoV-2 to the Wuhan Institute of Virology
in China is strictly circumstantial, a number of
experts want tougher controls on such facilities
over fears that accidental leaks could touch off
the next pandemic.

Here’s what you should know.
59 top facilities 

The Wuhan lab belongs to the most secure
class, commonly referred to as biosafety level 4,
or BSL4.  These are built to work safely and
securely with the most dangerous bacteria and
viruses that can cause serious diseases for which
there are no known treatment or vaccines.

“There are HVAC filtration systems, so that the
virus can’t escape through exhaust; any waste
water that leaves the facility is treated with either
chemicals or high temperatures to make sure that
there’s nothing alive,” Gregory Koblentz, director
of the Biodefense Graduate Program at George
Mason University, siad.

The researchers themselves are highly trained
and wear hazmat suits. There are 59 such facili-
ties across the world, according to a report
Koblentz co-authored that was released this
week.

“There are no binding international standards
for safe, secure, and responsible work on
pathogens,” the report, called Mapping Maximum
Biological Containment Labs Globally, said.

Accidents do happen 
Accidents can happen, sometimes at the top

tier facilities, and much more frequently at lower
rung labs of which there are thousands. Human
H1N1 virus-the same flu that caused the 1918
pandemic-leaked in 1977 in the Soviet Union and
China and spread worldwide.

In 2001, a mentally disturbed employee at a US
biolab mailed out anthrax spores across the
country, ki l l ing f ive people. Two Chinese
researchers exposed to SARS in 2004 spread the
disease to others, killing one. In 2014, a handful of
smallpox vials were uncovered during an Food
and Drug Administration office move.

Lynn Klotz, a senior science fellow at the
Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation,
has been sounding the alarm for many years
about the public safety threats posed by such
facilities. “Human errors constitute over 70 per-
cent of the errors in laboratories,” he told AFP,
adding that US researchers have to rely on data
from Freedom of Information requests to learn of
these incidents.

‘Gain of function’ controversy 
There is disagreement between the US govern-

ment, which funded bat coronavirus research in
Wuhan, and some independent scientists, about
whether this work was controversial “gain of func-
tion” (GOF) research. GOF research entails modi-
fying pathogens to make them more transmissible,
deadlier, or better able to evade treatment and
vaccines-all to learn how to fight them better.

This field has long been contentious. Debate
reached a fever pitch when two research teams in
2011 showed they could make bird flu transmissible
between mammals. Harvard epidemiologist Marc
Lipsitch told AFP he was concerned “that it would
create a strain of virus that if it infected a labora-
tory worker could not just kill that laboratory
worker... but also cause a pandemic.”  

“The research is not required and does not con-
tribute to the development of drugs or vaccines,”
added molecular biologist Richard Ebright of
Rutgers University, one of the staunchest oppo-
nents of this kind of research. In 2014 the US gov-
ernment announced a pause in federal funding for
such work, which gave way in 2017 to a framework
that would consider each application on a case-
by-case basis. But the process has been criticized
as lacking transparency and credibility.

As late as last year, a nonprofit received funding
from the US on research to “predict spillover
potential” of bat coronavirus to humans in Wuhan.
Questioned by Congress this week, Francis Collins
and Anthony Fauci of the National Institutes of
Health denied this amounted to gain of function

research, but Ebright said it clearly does. 

The path ahead 
None of this means that Covid-19 definitely

leaked from a lab-in fact there is no hard scientific
evidence in favor of natural origin or lab accident
scenario, said Ebright. But there are certain lines
of circumstantial evidence in favor of the latter. For
instance, Wuhan is around 1,000 miles north of bat
caves that harbor the ancestor virus, well out of
the animals’ flight range. 

Scientists from Wuhan were however known to
be carrying out routine trips to those caves to take
samples. Alina Chan, a molecular biologist from the
Broad Institute, said there were no signs of risky
pathogen research dying down in the wake of the
pandemic-in fact “it’s possibly expanded.”

Last year, Chan published research showing
that, unlike SARS, SARS-CoV-2 was not evolving
fast when it was first detected in humans-another
piece of circumstantial evidence that could point
to lab origin. Chan considers herself a “fence-sit-
ter” on the competing hypotheses, but does not
favor banning risky research, fearing it would then
go underground.

One solution “might just be as simple as moving
these research institutes out into extremely remote
areas...where you have to quarantine for two
weeks before we re-enter in human society,” she
said.  —AFP

France hails ‘gentle’ 
policewoman 
stabbed in attack
LA CHAPELLE-SUR-ERDRE, France: Residents of a
small French town laid cards and flowers Saturday at
the spot where a “very kind” and “gentle” police-
woman was seriously wounded in a knife attack the
day before, the latest in a spate of attacks on officers.
The attacker, 39-year-old French citizen Ndiaga
Dieye who was known to police and a diagnosed
schizophrenic, stabbed the woman in La Chapelle-
sur-Erdre near the western city of Nantes on Friday.

He then seized her firearm and fled, holding a
young woman hostage for several hours before
wounding two police officers during a shootout in
which he was shot dead. According to a source close
to the matter, the hostage has said that Dieye never
expressed “terrorist-type” claims, and a local court is
still handling the investigation rather than transferring
it to one specialized in terror acts.  But Nantes prose-
cutor Pierre Sennes did not rule out handing the case
over to the national anti-terrorism authority in Paris
however, depending on what elements come to light
as the probe progresses. In particular, data on a
tablet computer and mobile phone seized by police
should be accessible sometime early next week,
Sennes said.

In La Chapelle-sur-Erdre, Ines said she had often
interacted with policewoman Katell Lereec, who had
life-threatening injuries but is now out of danger. “I
am still very upset. I am very saddened for her,
because she does not deserve this,” the 77-year-old
said. “She is very, very kind, she is gentle, even when
she speaks she speaks softly,” she added.

“We attack people like that who protect us. Who
are we going to be protected by if we attack these
people?” Dieye had 19 previous convictions and
had spent almost half his life in prison, where he was
diagnosed as schizophrenic and had become radi-
calized.  Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin said
Dieye had been on a watch-list of potential terrorist
sympathizers. 

Judicial system failure? 
Since Dieye finished serving his most recent jail

sentence on March 22, he had found work and hous-
ing due to an integration association in La Chapelle-
sur-Erdre. His lawyer Vincent de la Morandiere said
“it was a failure of the judicial system”. “He started
serving time in prison at 17, he was convicted all the
time and it didn’t work,” he added. “He went back and
forth between the concrete of the prison and the con-
crete of the city.” Dieye’s most serious conviction was
kidnapping and robbery after tying up an elderly
couple and covering them with a blanket before
searching their house in 2013.

His lawyer said he was “very uncommunicative”
despite a family “who sacrificed themselves to try to
help him”.  Lereec, born in 1974, has a grown-up son,
the town’s mayor said. She was recruited “as a youth
worker at the end of the 1990s on social mediation
missions,” before taking the municipal police exam,
mayor Fabrice Roussel said. A hairdresser who runs a
salon behind the police station said Lereec is “doing
well, we’ve heard from her colleague, we can’t wait to
see her again”. The latest bloodshed comes after sev-
eral attacks on police in France, leading officers to
demand better protection and harsher punishments
for attacks against them. —AFP

FILE PHOTO: Security personnel keep watch outside
the Wuhan Institute of Virology during the visit by the
World Health Organization (WHO) team tasked with
investigating the origins of the coronavirus disease
(COVID-19), in Wuhan, Hubei province, China.


