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LOS ANGELES: Firefighters battled
Thursday to douse a series of wildfires
fueled by high winds, scorching tem-
peratures and dry vegetation, which
have forced tens of thousands of
Californians to flee their homes. A
blaze scorching sections of  the
Angeles National Forest, in southern
California, two huge infernos in the
central part of the state and another
fire further north have displaced
entire towns. “Our fire activity has
definitely picked up in past weeks in
number and severity,” said Daniel
Berlant,  a spokesman for the
California Department of Forestry and
Fire Protection.

The Angeles forest fire - dubbed
“Blue Cut” -  has devoured 31,000
acres, an area more than twice the
size of Bermuda, and is just four per-
cent contained. The fire has been
spreading at such an alarming pace
that it appears as if it were “running
at you,” according to Michael Lopez,
a spokesman for f ire information
website Inciweb. More than 82,500
people potentially in Blue Cut’s path
are under evacuation orders, includ-

ing the ent i re  populat ions of
Wrightwood and Lytle Creek, towns
of a few thousand people, and most
of those in nearby Phelan. 

On Thursday evening some peo-
ple in the towns of Hesperia, Oak
Hills and Phelan will be allowed to
return home, the San Bernardino
sheriff’s office said. Many had sought
refuge with family or fr iends but
motels in the area are full. Many busi-
nesses have doubled their prices,
leading to a  warning from the
authorities that “price gouging” is
against the law. 

Colette Martinez, 50, fled with her
husband and son to a Red Cross cen-
ter hastily installed at a school in
Hesperia. “We don’t know if we’ll have
a home to go back to,” she told AFP, in
tears. No deaths have been reported,
although two firefighters surrounded
by flames on Tuesday sustained minor
injuries. 

Some 1,600 firefighters are com-
mitted to Blue Cut, while 5,000 are
battling the larger Soberanes fire,
which has charred 79,000 acres in the
Big Sur tourist region, further north.

Near Santa Barbara, north of Los
Angeles,  a new fire broke out
Thursday afternoon and spread quick-
ly,  charring more than 500 acres.
Meanwhile 4,000 people have fled the
Clayton fire, started by an arsonist,

according to police, in the northern
Clear Lake area, near the wine regions
of Sonoma and Napa. Since the begin-
ning of the year, some 4,600 fires have
ripped through some 300,000 acres of
Californian scrub and forest. — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: A young man slumbers
in the open air at the foot of some mat-
tresses piled up near a modest collec-
tion of books and a table laden with sal-
ad and fruit. For more than a month,
Black Lives Matter has maintained a
makeshift encampment in front of Los
Angeles City Hall to demand the resig-
nation of police chief Charlie Beck. “It’s a
black-led space. When white people
come, they are not to take the reins, but
to be there in support,” says Christina
Griffin, 28, a spokeswoman for the
movement’s LA branch. The protesters
are trying to run the camp along the
lines of the world in which they’d like to
live, Griffin explains, with “less police,
more resources”. 

In Aug 2015, Redel Jones, a 30-year-
old black woman, was shot dead after she
allegedly moved towards LAPD officers
while holding a knife. Then in July, the Los
Angeles Police Commission found that
the officer who opened fire had not vio-
lated deadly force rules. The decision was
at odds with a statement from a witness
quoted by the Los Angeles Times, who
said police opened fire as the woman was
running away. Black Lives Matter mem-
bers, outraged by the decision, marched
to city hall, where they have maintained
their vigil ever since. Last week, emotions
ran high as they commemorated the
two-year anniversary of the fatal shoot-
ing of 25-year-old Ezell Ford, who was
gunned down after two LAPD officers
stopped him as he walked alone and
unarmed in South LA.  Community
members cast doubts over the police
account that Ford had attacked one of
the officers, countering that he was
mentally ill and had been complying
before he was shot.

Nationwide Protests 
Ford’s death came only days after

Michael Brown was killed by police in
Ferguson, Missouri, the most high-profile
in a spate of cases that have made head-
lines and set off nationwide protests.
According to an internal LAPD report, offi-
cers shot 38 people last year, 21 of whom
died. Eight of those involved in the inci-
dents were black, yet African Americans
represent less than 10 percent of the city’s
population. Hispanics, who represent just
under half of “Angelenos,” made up 58
percent of the cases. Scrutiny has also fall-
en on the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s
Department, which killed an African-
American man while hunting a carjacker

in July and subsequently admitted the
unarmed victim had nothing to do with
the case. Critics of the nationwide BLM
movement say it ignores black-on-black
killings - by far the most common type in
the African American community - and
blames police even when the slain sus-
pect looks to have been at fault. They say
the high proportion of black deaths at the
hands of police can in part be explained
by their disproportionate involvement in
violent crime. While blacks account for
around 13 percent of the US population,
black offenders committed 52 percent of
homicides recorded between 1980 and
2008, according to the Bureau of Justice
statistics. — AFP 

Thousands flee homes as Calif burns

SRINAGAR: Government forces blocked roads with barbed
wire and steel barricades in Indian-controlled Kashmir yes-
terday to prevent a march by separatists to a village where
troops killed four civilians and injured 15 others earlier this
week.  Tens of thousands of government forces patrolled
the region, fearing anti-India protests after afternoon
prayers in the mostly Muslim region. A strict curfew and a
series of communication blackouts have failed to stop six
weeks of protests, even as residents have struggled to
cope with shortages of food, medicine and other necessi-
ties. Shops, businesses and schools have remained closed
because of the security lockdown and protest strikes since
the killing of a popular rebel commander on July 8 that
sparked some of Kashmir’s largest protests against Indian
rule in recent years.

Local volunteers have engaged in a massive effort to
get food and medicine to people in besieged neighbor-
hoods, delivering items mostly at night. The volunteers
have also run free community kitchens at almost all major
hospitals in Srinagar and other towns for the injured and
their attendants. At least 63 civilians have been killed and
thousands injured, mostly by government forces firing bul-
lets and shotgun pellets at rock-throwing protesters. Two
policemen have also been killed and hundreds of govern-
ment forces have been injured in the clashes. Kashmir is
divided between India and Pakistan and claimed in entire-
ty by both. Most Kashmiris want an end to Indian rule and
favor independence or a merger with Pakistan.

In Islamabad, Foreign Ministry spokesman Nafees
Zakaria said Pakistan’s prime minister has written to the
UN Human Rights Commissioner in Geneva urging him to
send a fact-finding mission to investigate “grave human
rights violations in the Indian-occupied Kashmir”. 

On Thursday, an ambulance driver was injured when a
paramilitary soldier fired at him as he drove through
Srinagar’s downtown with an emergency patient onboard,
police said. He managed to drive to a hospital where he
was admitted, police said.

More than 100 ambulances have been damaged in the
last six weeks while ferrying injured people to hospitals.
Drivers and rights groups have blamed both government
forces and protesters for attacking them. More than 68,000
people have been killed since rebel groups began fighting
Indian forces in 1989 and in the subsequent Indian military
crackdown. — AP 
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LOS ANGELES: Christina Griffin, a Black Lives Matter activist and organizer,
looks down at a chalk drawing of Ezell Ford, a mentally ill African-American
man who was killed by Los Angeles police two years ago, at an encampment of
activists associated with the Black Lives Matter movement outside City Hall on
Aug 13, 2016. —AFP 

WRIGHTWOOD, California: Flames spread up a hillside near firefighters at
the Blue Cut Fire on Thursday. — AFP 


