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ROME: A man lays on a bench in the shadow under trees in front the “Altare della Patria” (the Unknown Soldier monument), in central Rome,
yesterday, as temperatures reached more than 40 degrees Celsius. —AFP 

ROME: Swaths of southern Europe sweltered
Saturday in a heatwave that has claimed several
lives, cost billions in crop damage and is, scien-
tists warned, a foretaste of worse to follow in
coming decades. At least five deaths in Italy and
Romania have been attributed to the extreme
conditions since the heatwave set in around the
start of August.

Unusually high, sometimes unprecedented
temperatures are being recorded across an area
spanning much of the Iberian peninsula (Spain
and Portugal), southern France, Italy, the Balkans
and Hungary. Thermometer mercury has regularly
risen above 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees
Farenheit) across the affected areas, exacerbating
the impact of an extended drought and the linger-
ing impact of a July heatwave which sparked wild-
fires that claimed 60 lives in Portugal.

Hospital admissions have spiked 15-20 per-
cent in Italy, where at least three people have
died. Italians longing for the beach have dubbed
the hot spell “Lucifero”, or Lucifer, after the biblical
archangel said to have been condemned forever
to the flames of hell. The latest victim was a
woman whose car was swept away overnight by
an avalanche of water and mud as humid condi-
tions near the Alpine ski resort of Cortina
d’Ampezzo broke into torrential rain. That tragedy
follows the deaths on Thursday of two pension-
ers, a 79-year-old woman and an 82-year-old
man, who were caught up in wildfires in, respec-
tively, the central region of Abruzzo and near
Matera in the south of the country.

Fountain splashing 
In Romania, two deaths were linked to the

weather, including a farmworker who collapsed
after working in fields in the heat at Mogosesti in
the northeast of the country. In Italy, humidity
and other factors are making it feel much hotter
with the so-called “perceived” temperature in
Campania, the region around Naples, estimated
at a broiling 55 Celsius (131 Farenheit) on Friday.

Hospital admissions are running 15-20 percent
above seasonal norms and food producers are
forecast to suffer billions of euros in losses as a
result of reduced crop yields. Italian wine and
olive production is tipped to fall 15 and 30 per-
cent respectively this year. In Rome, tourists have
been risking recently-introduced fines for splash-
ing in the Eternal City’s fountains to cool off. But
there has yet to be any sign of visitors to southern
Europe’s summer hotspots being deterred by the
rising trend in temperatures.

Tourists were queueing once more Saturday
outside Florence’s Uffizi museum, which was
forced to close Friday after its air conditioning
broke down because of a lack of water from the
dried up River Arno. Health authorities in France
have warned citizens to be particularly aware of
the risks faced by the sick and the elderly. The
country is still haunted by memories of a 2003
heatwave which resulted in an estimated 15,000
avoidable deaths among pensioners, some of
whom had been left on their own by holiday-
making relatives.

150,000 weather deaths? 
Scientists meanwhile warned that deaths due

to extreme weather in Europe could increase fifty-
fold from an estimated 3,000 per year recently to
152,000 by the end of this century - if global
warming is not reined in. Southern Europe will
suffer most and heatwaves would account for 99
percent of the deaths, according to research con-

ducted for the European Commission and pub-
lished in The Lancet Planetary Health.

The conclusions were questioned by Korean
peers of the researchers who suggested humans
would become less vulnerable to extreme weath-
er with experience of it. Meteo France forecaster
Frederic Nathan said he was sure recent heat-
waves reflected global warning. “We have always
had them but their length and intensity has

notched up since the 1950s and 60s and they are
increasingly coming earlier or later. “If you look at
records for France, the vast majority of new
records being set are for high temperatures.
Record cold is becoming increasingly rare.”
Scientist warned last week that large parts of
South Asia, home to a fifth of the world’s popula-
tion, could become unbearably hot by the end of
this century. —AFP 

‘Lucifer’ heat wave keeps 

parts of EU in red alert

A taste of worse to follow in coming decades 

NOUAKCHOTT: Mauritanians began
voting yesterday on several contentious
changes to their constitution sought by
President Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz but
opposed by a wide swathe of opposition
lawmakers and civil society groups. Aziz
is pushing to abolish the country ’s
Senate and several other state bodies
and to make a small alteration to the
national flag, measures that have gal-
vanised a boycott movement hoping to
sap the vote’s credibility by forcing a low
turnout.

Polling stations opened at 7:00 am
(0700 GMT) and were due to close at
7:00 pm (1900 GMT) in the conservative
west African nation, where violent clash-
es have broken out after the authorities
banned several rallies planned by oppo-
nents of the changes. The president is

due to vote between 8:00 am and 9:00
am, but few others were visible casting
their ballots in several Nouakchott
polling stations visited by an AFP jour-
nalist at opening.

While Aziz, his supporters and several
opposition parties are seeking a “Yes”
vote, one moderate opposition party is
seeking a “No”, while the remaining par-
ties have joined civil society groups to
call for a total boycott for amendments
they consider unconstitutional. Jemil
Ould Mansour, head of the Islamic
Tewassoul party spearheading the
movement against the vote, said the
country’s leaders had fixed “the electoral
roll and voting materials to prepare
fraud on a massive scale,” and warned of
violence.

“Those in power are pushing people

to violence by not allowing any kind of
protest not in line with their own views,”
Mansour told reporters on Friday. The
boycott movement draws broad political
support from figures as diverse as reli-
gious conservatives and anti-slavery
activists. They have held several protests
attracting thousands of supporters, but
have also been prevented from demon-
strating by the security forces, who on
Thursday shut down several planned ral-
lies close to the capital with tear gas and
baton rounds.

The UN Human Rights Office said
Thursday that “protest leaders were
reportedly beaten up and a number of
them were arrested” during campaign
rallies in the last few weeks, urging the
government “take all necessary meas-
ures to ensure free, transparent and

credible elections”. Around 1.4 million
Mauritanians are eligible to vote, and
results are expected early next week.

Aziz vs Senate 
The proposal to modify the constitu-

tion, in force since 1991, was approved
by lawmakers in the lower house but
rejected by 33 out of 56 senators in
March, leading Aziz to call the referen-
dum to push through the changes. The
most contentious measure remains the
abolition of the Senate and its replace-
ment with elected regional councils, and
Senators have held a sit-in this week and
demanded apologies from Aziz for
accusing them of corruption.

Unrepentant, Aziz said at a final rally
on Thursday the Senate “costs a lot, has
no use and does nothing”, and vowed to

launch legal action against several sena-
tors. The opposition also fears that
despite Aziz’s claims to the contrary he is
laying the groundwork for a third term in
power, as his own prime minister said
back in July he supported the idea. The
president came to power by coup in
2008 and was elected in 2009 and again
in 2014 for a second five-year term.

There will be two ballot boxes yester-
day, one for the institutional changes
and the other for an alteration to the
national flag. The current green flag with
yellow Islamic crescent and star would
be altered to honor those who fought
for freedom from colonial master France
by a red band at the top and bottom,
representing blood spilt for their nation,
if the measure is passed. Mauritania won
independence in 1960. — AFP 

Mauritania votes on constitution changes after anxious campaign

KIGALI: Rwandans yesterday celebrated the third
term victory of President Paul Kagame who
pledged to continue transforming the nation
after winning re-election with a record 98 per-
cent of the vote. There had been little doubt that
the 59-year-old would return to the helm of the
east African nation which he has ruled with an
iron fist since the end of the 1994 genocide. “I am
very pleased. I had hoped for this victory,” said
Yvette Uwineza, a 36-year-old computer scientist.
“The continuity is reassuring,” she said, crediting
Kagame with developing the country and creat-
ing “a better life for Rwandans.” 

Interim results published by the electoral
commission yesterday gave Kagame an
unprecedented victory, outstripping the 95 per-
cent he took in 2003 and 93 percent in 2010.
Yesterday’s tally matched the proportion of peo-
ple who supported a constitutional amendment
two years ago permitting Kagame to run for a
third, fourth and fifth term potentially seeing
him rule until 2034.

“I honored your request, and this (election)
confirms that Rwandans made a choice based on
the future they want,” Kagame told thousands of
supporters at his ruling party’s headquarters in
Kigali in the early hours of the morning. “We are
going to continue with the work we started by
advocating for a better Rwanda.” 

Of the results so far announced, Kagame had
98.66 percent while his two little-known rivals
barely made a dent. Frank Habineza of the
Democratic Green Party-the only permitted criti-
cal opposition party-won just 0.45 percent of
votes, beaten into third place by the little-known
independent candidate Philippe Mpayimana with

0.72. “I accept the result and congratulate the RPF
and Paul Kagame,” Mpayimana told AFP. “I am not
going to stop here. I urge all citizens to join be so
we can become stronger for the next election.”

Visionary or despot? 
Rwandans celebrated Kagame’s win in muted

fashion, with no spontaneous large gatherings in
the disciplined nation. Inside a gymnasium in the
capital music and dancers entertained hundreds of
party loyalists who celebrated into the morning.
“We are celebrating the presidential election,” said
one young man as he danced. “We are celebrating
Paul Kagame!” another yelled out next to him.

Kagame has been the de facto leader of
Rwanda since, as a 36-year-old, his rebel army
routed extremist Hutu forces who slaughtered an
estimated 800,000 people-mainly minority Tutsis-
and seized Kigali in 1994. He was first appointed
president by lawmakers in 2000. The lanky former
guerilla fighter is one of Africa’s most divisive
leaders, with some hailing him as a visionary
while critics see a despot aiming to become one
of the continent’s presidents-for-life.

Kagame is credited with a remarkable turn-
around in the shattered nation, which boasts
annual economic growth of about seven per-
cent, is safe, clean and does not tolerate corrup-
tion. Rwanda also has the highest number of
female lawmakers in the world. However rights
groups accuse Kagame of ruling through fear,
relying on systematic repression of the opposi-
tion, free speech and the media. Kagame’s critics
have ended up jailed, forced into exile or assassi-
nated. Few Rwandans would dare to openly
speak against him. — AFP 

Rwandans celebrate Kagame’s

record 98% election landslide

KIGALI: Traditional Intore dancers perform at the Amahoro Sport complex.—AFP 

Troops storm Rio de Janeiro 

slums to catch gang leaders 
RIO DE JANEIRO: Thousands of Brazilian
army troops raided Rio de Janeiro slums in
a pre-dawn crackdown on crime gangs
Saturday, leaving parts of the city looking
like a war zone on the first anniversary of
the opening of the Olympic Games. Five
favelas were targeted by police and 3,600
of the approximately 8,500 troops recently
deployed to Rio in a swoop starting at 4:00
am (0700 GMT), the Rio state security serv-
ice said in a statement.

Their main goal was to stop gangs
behind a surge in brazen robberies of com-
mercial trucks, with arrest warrants issued
for 40 people. However, the unusually
aggressive operation also follows wider
concerns that nearly bankrupt post-
Olympic Rio is spinning out of control.

Dozens of soldiers in camouflage set up
a checkpoint at Lins favela, one of the
many little-regulated, and often gang-
plagued communities of working class
Brazilians that rise up on the city’s forest-
clad hills. The troops stood with fingers on
the triggers of assault rifles and an armored
personnel carrier and two jeeps blocked
the road.

Everyone exiting the favela was subject-
ed to an identity check and search.  One
man was questioned at length about a scar
on his stomach and another man’s bag was
searched only to find he was carrying a
large Bible. Favela residents said they had
woken to shooting when the troops moved
in and that the operation made them feel
no safer.

‘Strategic’ 
“There’s an atmosphere of tension and

fear,” said Vanuza Barroso da Silva, 23, who
was going to her job at a supermarket.
“People can hardly get to work.” “They treat
us as if we’re trash,” her father Roberto, 46,

said angrily of the security forces. Officials
said the other favelas targeted were
Camarista Meier, Morros de Sao Joao and
Engenho Novo in the north and Covanca in
the west. 

“The armed forces are responsible for
the perimeters in some of these regions
and based at strategic points,” the state
security service said. “Some roads are
blocked and the airspace is restricted to
civilian flights over the sectors where the
armed forces are operating.” Rio’s airports,
however, were not affected.

The big crackdown on Rio’s heavily
armed criminal gangs came exactly a year
after President Michel Temer opened the
Olympics in a ceremony at the Maracana
football stadium, which is close to Lins
favela. Rio was the first South American city
to host the Games and although the event
passed off smoothly, a mixture of corrup-
tion scandals, near collapse in the budget
and crime has combined into a serious
hangover for what should be one of Brazil’s
richest regions.

The crackdown follows the Brazilian
government’s deployment last month of
thousands of federal troops and police rein-
forcements to the city. In the first half of this
year Rio tallied 3,457 homicides, the highest
level of violence since 2009 and 15 percent
more than during the same period in 2016.
People are killed daily in shootouts between
rival gangs competing for control of the
favelas or from police action. The shootings,
involving high-powered rifles, also lead to
numerous deaths and injuries from stray
bullets. Since the beginning of the year 93
police officers have also been killed in Rio
state. The state recorded some 10,000 cases
of cargo theft last year, primarily on access
roads to the city of 6.5 million resident, caus-
ing heavy financial losses. —AFP 

Conflict triggers concern 

Poland may leave EU next
WARSAW: Since British voters endorsed
leaving the European Union, politicians
and pundits have ruminated on which of
the bloc’s remaining 27 nations could be
next. “Grexit” and “Frexit,” for Greece and
France, were two subjects of speculation.
Now, months of open conflict between
Poland’s conservative nationalist govern-
ment and the rest of the EU has some Poles
wondering if their leaders are putting the
country on a path that could take it out of
the union. “There is a question mark over
Poland’s European future today,” European
Council President Donald Tusk, a former
Polish prime minister who is a critic of the
ruling Law and Justice party, said Thursday.

The EU is widely popular in Poland, so
the idea of the country abandoning the
bloc strikes many people here as far-
fetched. Several surveys have shown public
support for the EU standing at over 70 per-
cent, approval stemming from the eco-
nomic boom and freedom of travel that
came with membership in 2004. But mem-
bers of the opposition in Poland increasing-
ly are voicing fears that the conflicts
between Warsaw and Brussels could even-
tually lead to a parting of ways.

They point to the defiant stance Law
and Justice and its leader, Jaroslaw
Kaczynski, adopted when the EU raised
concerns about changes to Poland’s justice
system and the extensive logging the gov-
ernment has ordered in a primeval forest
that has been classified as a UNESCO world
heritage site. Government spokesman Rafal
Bochenek insisted that Polish leaders
intend to keep Poland in the bloc. “Poland
is a member of EU and is going to be a

leading partner to other member states
within the structure,” Bochenek told The
Associated Press on Friday. “We have got
many ambitious projects and challenges to
realize in the EU. We will cooperate with
our European partners.”

Bureaucracy and infringements
Law and Justice has never publicly

advocated leaving the bloc, but criticizes
what it views as unnecessary EU bureaucra-
cy and infringements on the authority of
member countries to make their own deci-
sions. In that vein, Poland’s government
aggressively pushed through legislation to
put the court system under the ruling par-
ty’s control. The EU’s executive arm has said
the moves violate democratic norms by
reducing judicial independence.

With Warsaw refusing to give in to the
bloc’s calls for it to respect the separation
of powers, the European Commission is
threatening steps that could lead to Poland
losing its EU voting rights. The government
also has continued logging in the
Bialowieza Forest even though the
European Court of Justice in Luxembourg
ordered it last week to stop felling trees
immediately. If it continues, Poland could
be hit with massive fines.

Katarzyna Lubnauer, a lawmaker with
the opposition Modern party, said recently
that because Poles are such “Euro-enthusi-
asts,” nobody in the ruling Law and Justice
party would admit that leaving the bloc is
their aim. “But when we look at what is
happening now, we have a deep sense that
this departure is taking place,” Lubnauer
said. “But it will happen in stages.” —AP 

WARSAW: In this photo taken Aug 3, 2017, Polish women show their support for the
European Union during a street protest.—AP 


