
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 22, 2015

Malaysian family 
holiday turns to 
tragedy; 13 killed 

Page 12

Christmas carols bring solace to Libya’s fearful Christians
Page 8

SHENZHEN: At least 91 people were miss-
ing after a giant mound of mud and con-
struction waste spewed out of an overfull
dump site in a southern China boomtown
and buried 33 buildings in the country’s lat-
est industrial disaster. The site should have
been closed down in February, but accord-
ing to local workers, mud and waste had
continued to be dumped there, a news
portal run by the city government in
Shenzhen said.

Premier Li Keqiang ordered an official
investigation into Sunday’s landslide in
Shenzhen, just across the border from
Hong Kong. The mudslide smashed into
multi-storey buildings at the Hengtaiyu
industrial park in the city’s northwestern
Guangming New District, toppling them
within seconds in collisions that sent rivers
of earth skyward. Villager Peng Jinxin said
the mud came like “huge waves”, as resi-
dents ran out of the way. “At one point the
running mud was only ten meters away
from me,” Peng told the official Xinhua
news agency.

The frequency of industrial accidents in
China has raised questions about safety
standards following three decades of
breakneck growth in the world’s second-
largest economy. Just four months ago,
more than 160 people were killed in huge
chemical blasts in the northern port city of
Tianjin. State television showed scenes of
devastation in Shenzhen, with crumpled
buildings sticking up from heaps of brown
mud which stretched out across the indus-
trial park.

Over a year ago, a government-run
newspaper warned Shenzhen would run
out of space to dump the waste left behind
from a building frenzy. Besides new build-
ings, a network of subway lines is being
built in Shenzhen, and mounds of earth are
being excavated and dumped at waste
sites. “Shenzhen has 12 waste sites and
they can only hold out until next year,” the
official Shenzhen Evening Post, published
by the city government, said in October,
2014.

Once a quiet fishing village, Shenzhen
was chosen by Beijing three decades ago
to help pioneer landmark economic
reforms, and it has boomed ever since. The
mudslide at the business park had covered
an area of more than 380,000 square
meters and was 10 meters deep in parts,
Shenzhen Vice Mayor Liu Qingsheng told
reporters, according to Xinhua. Almost
3,000 rescuers were at the scene, Xinhua
said, with sniffer dogs and drones. Rescuers
were focusing on several areas where sen-
sors had detected signs of life, it added.

Unstable Waste Mountain
The Ministry of Land Resources said the

accumulation of a large amount of waste
meant that mud was stacked too steep,
“causing instability and collapse, resulting
in the collapse of buildings”. Local media
said no foreign companies were believed to
have been affected. A nearby section of
China’s major West-East natural gas
pipeline exploded, state television added,
though it was not clear if this had any

Huge China landslide leaves 91 missing
impact on the landslide. Xinhua said the pipeline
was owned by PetroChina, China’s top oil and
gas producer, that the 400-meter-long ruptured
pipe “has been emptied” and a temporary pipe
will be built.

PetroChina wrote on its microblog the

pipeline blast had hit at least one industrial
user, a Hong Kong power plant operated by
Castle Peak Power Co Ltd, a company majority
owned by a subsidiary of CLP Holdings, that has
now switched to coal for power generation.
Fourteen factories, 13 low-rise buildings and

three dormitories were among the buildings
flattened. Xinhua said 14 people had been res-
cued and more than 900 people had been evac-
uated from the site by Sunday evening. State
television said the 91 missing included 59 men
and 32 women. —Reuters

SHENZHEN: In this aerial photograph, Chinese rescuers work at the site of a
landslide that hit an industrial park in Shenzhen in south China’s
Guangdong province yesterday. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Barack Obama has reveled in
defying predictions that 2015 would make him a
lameduck president, but securing his final year
goals-from closing Guantanamo to enacting
gun control-will test the limits of White House
power. The last year of a US presidency can be a
pitiful thing. Many a commander-in-chief who
bestrode Washington like a political Colossus
can struggle to command much at all. New
crises erupt, and victories won in the spring of
an administration unexpectedly provoke a win-
ter of discontent.

In their final years, George W Bush watched
the economy fall off a cliff, Ronald Reagan was
ensnared by the Iran-Contra scandal, Bill Clinton
was impeached and Woodrow Wilson had a
stroke. For Obama, a long-avoided morass in
Syria and a costly quagmire in Iraq may come to
define 2016, as fears grow about the threat from
the Islamic State group. But Obama has offered
Americans an alternative vision for his own
eighth and final year in the Oval Office. “I’ve nev-
er been more optimistic about a year ahead than
I am right now,” he said before heading to Hawaii
for an end of year family vacation. “In 2016, I’m
going to leave it out all on the field.” Obama has
proved himself remarkably adept at cauterizing
the loss of power. In 2015, he thwarted a recalci-
trant Republican-controlled Congress to reach a
landmark nuclear deal with Iran and inked a
global environmental accord that, in his words,
can begin to “solve the climate crisis.” He watched
the Supreme Court enshrine gay marriage into
law and tentatively agreed a vast trans-Pacific
trade deal that gives teeth to his “pivot to Asia”
and could shape geopolitics in the Pacific for
generations.

His approval ratings-although dented by
fears about Islamic State terror after the San
Bernardino attack-are around 45 percent, higher
than Bush’s and roughly the same as Reagan’s at
the same point. In 2016, Obama will try to keep
momentum by deploying all the tools and trap-
pings of office-from the bully pulpit to high-pro-
file presidential visits. His voice will echo across
the 2016 campaign, as he hits the road in sup-
port of expected nominee Hillary Clinton and a
Democratic third term that would emboss his
presidency.  

Before that, he is likely to become the first sit-
ting president since Calvin Coolidge to visit
Cuba. But even that short trip across the Strait of
Florida illustrates how much Obama’s final year
success is out of his hands. A trip to the land Fidel
Castro would be rich in symbolism, an echo of
Reagan’s first visit to the Soviet Union in 1988, or
Richard Nixon’s visit to China. But without
Congress’s willingness to end the embargo on
Cuba, a visit would not thaw the last frosty rem-
nants of the Cold War in the Americas. Equally,
ratifying the landmark trans-Pacific trade deal
still requires reluctant Democratic lawmakers to
vote in favor. That may have to wait until after
the November election.

Ready to deal   
Publicly, at least, Obama is optimistic about

dealing with the opposition-dominated
Congress, even after being repeatedly burned-
even if it is an election year, and even if disdain
for the 44th president is a rare issue upon which
Republicans can all agree. Yet recent agreements
on taxes, the budget and early childhood educa-
tion have left the White House more hopeful that
progress can be made on issues like criminal jus-
tice reform. It is a cruel irony that America’s first
African-American president has struggled to
improve race relations, or address sentencing
laws that see a disproportionate number of
young black and Hispanic men go to prison.
“There is a confluence of interests, I believe the
time is ripe for this issue,” said a senior adminis-
tration official, speaking on condition of
anonymity. “There is a process and it is on track.” 

Obama is even holding out hope, however
unlikely, that congressional Republicans will
relent in their opposition to gun control and on
closing Guantanamo.  On both issues, the White
House is already considering executive orders to
bypass Congress and enact reforms, something
that would ignite a political and legal firestorm.
Obama’s efforts to bring a generation of immi-
grants out of the shadows offers a preview of
what those fights could look like. Experts predict
lengthy court battles and a possible political
backlash, all of which could leave supporters in
limbo and a key Obama policy goal in the hands
of the Supreme Court. —AFP
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