
ANTANANARIVO: A powerful cyclone tracked
across Madagascar on Wednesday, killing four people,
as it headed towards Mozambique, disaster manage-
ment authorities said. A 27-year-old man drowned in
rising sea waters just before Cyclone Freddy made
landfall on the Indian Ocean island on Tuesday
evening, packing winds of around 130 kilometres (80
miles) per hour). The authorities on Wednesday morn-
ing said the toll had risen to four. Around 16,600 peo-
ple were affected and more than 6,750 homes dam-
aged, the National Risk Management Office (BNGRC)
said, also giving a provisional assessment.

France’s weather service Meteo-France said Freddy
weakened as it began its path across the island, and
now had an average wind speed of 55 kph, gusting to
75 kph. Risk management senior official Faly Aritiana
Fabien described Freddy as “one of the strongest
cyclones” in recent times to hit the island, which is
typically lashed several times during the annual
November-April storm season.

The storm brought less rain than feared but still
ripped roofs off buildings and flattened rice fields and
fruit trees. It made landfall north of Mananjary, a
coastal town of 25,000 people that remains devastat-
ed by last year’s Cyclone Batsirai, which killed more
than 130 people across Madagascar. “It’s a dry
cyclone compared to Batsirai, so it brought less rains,
but the winds were stronger, this is why infrastructure
was badly affected,” Fabien told AFP. “The recorded
damage is almost only related to the wind.”

‘Can’t take this’ 
As Freddy closed in after brushing Mauritius and the

French island of La Reunion to the north without causing
major damage, the authorities put in place an array of

measures. Several regions on Tuesday suspended school
classes for the rest of the week and at least 8,000 peo-
ple were evacuated as a precaution in Mananjary. By
daybreak, residents there were out on the streets to
assess the damage. Despite thousands of sandbags used
to reinforce roofs, metal sheets and electric cables were
strewn on the ground by the force of the wind.

Pascal Salle sobbed as he assessed the damage
after hardly recovering from last year’s Cyclone
Batsirai. “I didn’t think there was a more powerful
cyclone than Batsirai,” he said. “My fence is down, my

1,000-litre (250-gallon) plastic water tank was
smashed against the neighbour’s wall”. A window was
ripped off his house and the garden transformed into
“a sandy field”, he said. “I can’t take this every year, it’s
not possible,” he said.

Mozambique next 
Freddy is the first cyclone and the second tropical

weather system to hit during Madagascar’s current
season, the UN’s Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said. The storm began to

brew in the first week of February off the northwest of
Australia and south of Indonesia and is now in its third
week trekking across the Indian Ocean.

The UN’s World Food Programme (WFP) had esti-
mated more than 2.3 million people in Madagascar
could be affected. The cyclone coincides with a
months-long drought in the southern part of the island
that has inflicted widespread hunger. Freddy is
expected to make landfall on Mozambique on Friday
as a likely tropical storm, bringing the risk of heavy
rain, according to forecasts. — AFP
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Powerful cyclone Freddy hits 
Madagascar, four killed

Around 16,600 people affected and more than 6,750 homes damaged

MAHEBOURG: Waves are seen crashing on the Pointe Jeome jetty in Mahebourg, Mauritius, on February 20, 2023 as Cyclone Freddy approaches. The Mauritius
Meteorological Services (MMS) has issued a Class 3 cyclone warning, saying estimated gusts in the centre of Cyclone Freddy could reach around 275 kilometres (170
miles) an hour. — AFP

LAGOS: Nigerian police officers patrol during a rally for the All Progressives Congress (APC) presidential
candidate Bola Ahmed Tinubu at Teslim Balogun Stadium in Lagos. — AFP

Two dead, 50 
missing in China 
mine collapse
BEIJING: At least two people were killed and more
than 50 are missing, Chinese state media reported,
after an apparent collapse at a coal mine in northern
China’s Inner Mongolia region on Wednesday. State
broadcaster CCTV said a collapse occurred at a mine
in the western part of the Alxa League region at
around 1 pm (0500 GMT). Other outlets and govern-
ment agencies described it as a “landslide”.

“Currently, the incident has caused the deaths of
two people and injured six, with 53 missing,” CCTV
said in a social media post. A social media video, pur-
portedly posted by a coal truck driver, appeared to

show loose rocks cascading down a slope, kicking up
clouds of brown dust that engulfed several vehicles.

“The whole slope has collapsed ... How many peo-
ple must be dead from that?” a male voice can be
heard saying in the background. “If I’d lined up over
there today, I’d have died in there, too,” he said. CCTV
reported earlier on Wednesday that the incident had
affected a “wide area” of an open-pit mine operated
by the Xinjing Coal Mining Company.

“A number of working staff and vehicles have been
buried,” the broadcaster said at the time, adding that
rescue personnel have been sent to the scene. Chinese
President Xi Jinping has instructed authorities to “do
everything possible to search for and rescue the miss-
ing people”, CCTV reported.

Officials must “use all their strength to rescue and
treat the injured, protect the security of people’s lives
and property as well as overall social stability”, Xi
said, according to the broadcaster. Eight rescue teams
comprising more than 330 personnel have been sent to

the site in the Luanjingtan ecological zone, along with
more than 100 pieces of rescue equipment, the gov-
ernment of Alxa League said in a statement. Phone
calls to the mining company by AFP went unanswered
on Wednesday evening.

Frequent accidents 
Located in China’s arid north, Alxa League is a

sparsely populated region whose economy runs large-
ly on mining and other extractive industries. Mine
safety in China has improved in recent decades as well
as media coverage of major incidents, many of which
were once overlooked. However, accidents still occur
frequently in an industry where safety protocols are
often lax, especially at the most rudimentary sites.
Some 40 people were working underground when a
gold mine in the northwestern Xinjiang region col-
lapsed in December. In 2021, 20 miners were rescued
from a flooded coal mine in northern Shanxi province
while two others died. — AFP

US ‘committed’ to 
joint sea patrols 
with Philippines
MANILA: The United States is “committed” to con-
ducting joint maritime patrols with the Philippines in
the disputed South China Sea, the US navy chief said
Wednesday, as the countries seek to deter Chinese
aggression. US naval operations chief Admiral Michael
Gilday made the remarks during a visit to the
Southeast Asian nation, as part of US efforts to
strengthen military alliances across the region and
beyond. Beijing’s growing assertiveness on Taiwan and
its building of bases in the contested South China Sea
have given fresh impetus to Washington and Manila to
repair their partnership.

Previous Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte
favoured China over his country’s former colonial mas-
ter, but the new administration of Ferdinand Marcos
has been keen to reverse that. The longtime treaty
allies agreed this month to resume joint patrols in the
sea, and also struck a deal to give US troops access to
another four military bases in the Philippines.

Gilday said the countries were “in the beginning of
the planning stages” for combined maritime activities,
but he insisted the United States was “committed and
focused”. China claims sovereignty over almost the
entire South China Sea, through which trillions of dol-
lars in trade passes annually, and has ignored an inter-
national court ruling that its claims have no legal basis.

In Manila, Gilday held talks with Philippine navy
chief Vice Admiral Toribio Adaci and military chief of
staff General Andres Centino. They agreed “in principle
that we need to move forward, focused and with speed,
in order to improve our interoperability together in the
South China Sea and across the region”, Gilday told
reporters. Given its proximity to Taiwan and its sur-
rounding waters, cooperation from the Philippines
would be key in the event of a conflict with China,
which a four-star US Air Force general has warned
could happen as early as 2025.

But Gilday told a US think-tank in October that the
US military must be ready to respond to a potential
invasion of Taiwan much sooner. “I think my responsi-
bilities as a navy chief are to make sure that we can
field the most capable, ready and lethal force that we
can around the world, including, obviously, the Indo-
Pacific,” Gilday said Wednesday, using an American
term for the Asia-Pacific region.

Meanwhile, Chinese Foreign Minister Qin Gang said
Wednesday in Indonesia that Beijing would work with
Southeast Asian countries to protect peace and stabili-
ty in the South China Sea. While China claims nearly all
of the sea, the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia and
Brunei also have overlapping claims to parts of it.

Qin’s remarks came less than two weeks after the
Philippines accused a Chinese security vessel of using
a military-grade laser light against a Philippine patrol
boat. Beijing has defended its actions, saying the
Philippine boat “intruded” into China’s sovereign
waters without permission. President Marcos insisted
Saturday that the Philippines “will not lose one inch” of
territory following the latest maritime incident between
the two countries. — AFP

MANILA: US Admiral Michael Gilday, chief of US naval
operations, speaks during an interview with the
media at a private hangar in Manila on February 22,
2023. — AFP

Pakistan officials 
to meet Taleban 
after deadly attacks
KABUL: Pakistan’s defence minister and spy
chief were in Kabul Wednesday for talks with
the Taleban government , days af ter
Islamabad blamed Afghanistan-based mili-
tants for deadly recent attacks.

The main border crossing between the two
countries has been closed since late Sunday,
with a gun battle erupting the next morning that
each side blamed the other for starting. Pakistan
accuses the Afghan Taleban of harbouring mili-
tants from its own home-grown version of the
Islamist group, a charge Kabul denies.

Afghan officials said Wednesday deputy
Prime Minister Abdul Ghani Baradar met
Pakistan Defence Minister Khawaja Muhammad
Asif and Nadeem Anjum, head of the Inter-
Services Intelligence agency. They discussed
“bilateral relations, trade, regional connectivity
and economic cooperation between the two
countries”, Baradar’s office said.

Pakistan’s foreign ministry confirmed the visit,
saying “security related matters including
counter-terrorism measures” would be dis-
cussed. Pakistan has seen a dramatic increase in
militant attacks, mainly in border regions, in the
year-and-a-half of Taleban rule in Afghanistan.

However, a suicide squad also stormed a
police compound in the southern port city of
Karachi last Friday, killing five people. A suicide
bomber killed more than 80 police officers at a
mosque in Peshawar, the provincial capital of
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, in January.

Both attacks were linked to Tehreek-e-
Taleban Pakistan (TTP), which has deep ties
with the Afghan Taleban. The border crossing at
Torkham, a key crossing point for goods and
people, remained closed Wednesday.

Officials on both sides said Afghan authori-
t ies closed the border late Sunday after
Pakistan imposed new rules preventing entry
to those accompanying medical patients with-
out the right documentation. Gunfire erupted
the next morning, with both sides blaming the
other for the violence.

Also at the weekend, Pakistan Foreign Minister
Bilawal Bhutto Zardari told the Munich Security
Conference that Afghanistan had to deliver on
promises not to harbour militants. “There’s a
whole alphabet soup of terrorist organisations
that have and still do base themselves out of
Afghanistan,” he said. Kabul’s foreign ministry
spokesman Abdul Qahar Balkhi said in response
Zardari’s remarks “are untrue”. — AFP

Tinubu: Nigeria’s 
political godfather
LAGOS: Bola Tinubu, a political “godfather” famed
for his strategic deftness and clout, has never hidden
his ambition to be president of Nigeria. Last year,
when he announced his plans to champion the ruling
All Progressives Congress APC party in this weekend’s
election, Tinubu said he would be fulfilling a “lifelong”
goal. “It’s my turn,” he later told supporters in his
Yoruba language, upsetting APC rivals with a phrase
that has become his campaign slogan. Now the 70-
year-old gets to test his mettle against two other main
rivals in the ballot to succeed President Muhammadu
Buhari, a man Tinubu brags he helped put into power.

He will run against opposition Peoples Democratic
Party (PDP) flagbearer Atiku Abubakar and surprise
third party candidate Peter Obi from the Labour
Party. Often referred to as “Jagaban,” a chieftain’s
title, Tinubu has spent years building his Lagos
powerbase into a nationwide network of contacts
from Lagos market cooperatives and transport unions
to political chieftains. He is seen as an astute and
influential political strategist as well as a tenacious
survivor. He co-founded and financed the Alliance for
Democracy (AD), which later became the Action
Congress of Nigeria, then helped make the All
Progressives Congress (APC).

He was seen as instrumental in helping bring the
APC’s factions together to push Buhari to victory in
2015, ending 16 years in power for the rival PDP. When
the PDP chose their candidate for next year’s race, fel-
low longtime political stalwart Abubakar, Tinubu was

quick to present himself as the man to take him on. “I
look forward to squaring up with him as a worthy
opponent in the coming election,” he said.

Staying power 
A Muslim born in Nigeria’s Yoruba-speaking

southwest, Tinubu trained as an accountant in the
United States and worked for several US companies,
including as a treasurer in oil giant ExxonMobil. He
was first a political activist before becoming a senator
and then governor of Lagos State from 1999 to 2007.

During his activist days, he was hounded into exile
by military dictator Sani Abacha along with scores of
others for campaigning for a return to democratic
government in 1999. The election of Buhari, the first
opposition victory in the country, and his 2019 re-
election were partly attributed to Tinubu’s political
influence. As APC national leader, Tinubu’s hand is
seen in all party decisions and winning his support
was vital for any candidate’s ambitions.

In a mark of his staying power, Tinubu kept a tight
grip over the governorship of Lagos state from 1999,
holding the post until 2007 and then having a hand in
choosing his successors since leaving office. As gover-
nor, his relations soured with the federal government,
then led by president Olusegun Obasanjo, while he has
frequently fallen out with his own deputies.

But at the end of his two terms in Lagos, Tinubu
hand-picked one of his close aides, Babatunde
Fashola, to take over. Tinubu’s influence in the south-
west has irked some would-be candidates who missed
out on top jobs and he has been criticised as dictatori-
al and undemocratic in style. “Tinubu has a very
aggressive, very solid political machine,” said Dapo
Thomas, a political science lecturer at Lagos
University. —AFP


