
TOKYO: An “unprecedented” heatwave in Japan has killed at
least 65 people in one week, government officials said yester-
day, with the weather agency now classifying the record-
breaking weather as a “natural disaster.” In the week to
Sunday at least 65 people died of heat stroke while 22,647
people were hospitalized, the Fire and Disaster Management
Agency said in a statement.

Both figures are “the worst-ever for any week during sum-
mer” since the agency began recording fatalities resulting
from heat stroke in July 2008, an agency spokesman told AFP.
The Fire and Disaster Management Agency said Tuesday that
a total of 80 people have died from the heat since the begin-
ning of July, and over 35,000 have been hospitalized. Among
those killed was six-year-old school boy who lost conscious-
ness on his way back from a field trip. 

“As a record heatwave continues to blanket the country,
urgent measures are required to protect the lives of school-
children,” top government spokesman Yoshihide Suga told
reporters yesterday. The government said it would supply
funds to ensure all schools are equipped with air conditioners
by next summer. Less than half of Japan’s public schools have
air conditioning, and the figure is only slightly higher at public
kindergartens.

Suga said the government would also consider extending
this year’s summer school holidays as the heatwave drags on.
On Monday, the city of Kumagaya in Saitama outside Tokyo
set a new national heat record, with temperatures hitting 41.1
Celsius (106 degrees Fahrenheit). And temperatures over 40
degrees were registered for the first time in Tokyo’s metro
area, where the government is promoting Uchimizu, a tradi-

tion where water is sprinkled onto the ground, as part of a
summer heat awareness campaign.

‘Unprecedented levels’
It was marginally cooler yesterday — 36 degrees in Tokyo

according to the national weather agency — but tempera-
tures remained well above normal in most of the country, and
little relief is forecast.  “We are observing unprecedented lev-
els of heat in some areas,” weather agency official Motoaki
Takekawa said late Monday. The heatwave “is fatal, and we
recognize it as a natural disaster,” he told reporters. The
agency warned that much of the country will continue baking
in temperatures of 35 degrees or higher until early August.

Officials have urged people to use air conditioning, drink
sufficient water and rest often. Japan’s summers are notori-

ously hot and humid, and hundreds of people die each year
from heatstroke, particularly the elderly in the country’s age-
ing society. The heatwave follows record rainfall that devas-
tated parts of western and central Japan with floods and land-
slides that killed over 220 people. And many people in the
affected areas are still living in damaged homes or shelters
and working outdoors on repairs, putting them at great risk.

The record-breaking weather has revived concerns
about the Tokyo 2020 Olympics, which will be held in two
years time in July and August. Tokyo governor Yuriko Koike
this week promised that the heat would be given the same
priority as measures to counter terrorism. “It’s just as
important because the purpose is also to protect people’s
lives,” she told reporters, comparing Japan’s summer to “liv-
ing in a sauna”. — AFP 
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TOKYO: A woman holds an umbrella as she walks along a street. — AFP 

Japan heatwave kills 65 in one week
Classifying the record-breaking weather as a ‘natural disaster’ 

BEIRUT: “That’s it? You’re sure he’s dead?”
Seven years had passed with no news, but Salwa
could hardly believe her nephew, a Syrian activist
arrested in 2011, had been dead the last five.
That’s what the civil records employee in Salwa’s
native Hama, a central government-held city,
declared last month after shuffling through
papers at her desk. “She told me, ‘Yes, we
received the names of everyone who died inside’”
prison, Salwa told AFP, using a pseudonym
because she fears reprisals in regime territory.

Tens of thousands of people are estimated to
be held in government jails across Syria, with
relatives and advocates saying they are often
tortured, denied fair trial, and deprived contact
with families. Their relatives are left in limbo,
spending years and precious savings shuttling
between security services to know where loved
ones are held or if they’re even alive. Now,
activists and families of imprisoned Syrians say
authorities have quietly updated civil records to
mark detainees as “deceased”, backdating
deaths to as long ago as 2013.

Hearing of this through word of mouth, fami-
lies of detained Syrians are flooding registries to
ask: “Are they alive?” For around 400 detainees
in recent months, the answer has been “no”, said
Fadel Abdul Ghany, head of the Syrian Network
for Human Rights. The SNHR estimates 80,000
Syrians remain forcibly disappeared by the gov-
ernment. “Before, the regime was giving no
details on the detained. It wouldn’t declare them
dead,” Abdul Ghany told AFP. “Now it is, but in a
barbaric way.”

Hama’s records were updated first, followed
by Homs, the capital Damascus, Latakia and
Hasakeh, and new names are still arriving at reg-
istries, the SNHR said. In seven years of docu-
menting Syria’s uprising-turned-war, Abdul
Ghany said he had never before seen families
learn of the fate of the detainees in this way.

“Usually, you take a death certificate to the
registry and inform them your relative is dead,
not the other way around,” he said. On that June
morning, Salwa and her sister-in-law worried
they’d be the only people at the registry asking
about imprisoned relatives. “But when we got
there, we saw a line out the door,” she said.
“Most were women, mothers and sisters of
detainees. Security forces stood among them,
and every single woman was wiping her tears
and covering her face with her scarf.”

Weeping, Salwa went home to hold a single
day of hushed condolences for two nephews:
Saad, arrested in 2011 and marked deceased in
2013, and Saeed, detained since 2012 and
recorded to have died last year. The family had
no bodies to bury and was afraid of grieving
publicly in a regime-held city. “They scorched
our hearts — those two boys were like roses.
Even in mourning, we’re afraid and hide our
grief,” Salwa said.

‘No going back’ 
The last time Islam Dabbas’s family saw him

was late 2012, behind bars at a regime prison
near Damascus. “He wore a sweater that read
‘Just Freedom’. We stopped hearing anything a

while after that,” recal led his brother
Abdulrahman, who has since moved to Egypt.
This month, a relative still in Syria learned of the
updated files and checked Islam’s. “It said he
died January 15, 2013 in Saydnaya,”
Abdulrahman said. 

Amnesty International has dubbed the infa-
mous prison “the human slaughterhouse”, after
reports of mass executions there. “Honestly, it’s a
relief. My mother told me, ‘He’s lucky. He’s at
peace,’” Abdulrahman said. They held condo-
lences for Islam last week in Egypt, hundreds of
kilometres (miles) from home and without a body.
Abdulrahman and his mother then broke the
news by phone to his father, still in Syria serving
out his own prison sentence. 

But confirming what many long suspected is
not enough, said Noura Ghazi, a Syrian lawyer
and member of the detainee advocacy group
Families for Freedom. “OK, you’ve told us they’re
dead, but we want to know where the bodies are.
We want to know the real way they died,” Ghazi
said. Others are hesitating. “People are so tired.
Of course there’s denial. Others are suspicious,
saying ‘Why would we believe this document is
real? Or this date to be true?’” said Ghazi, who
lives in Beirut.

Her husband, activist Bassel Khartabil, van-
ished after his October 3, 2015 arrest. In 2017,
through her networks, Ghazi confirmed he died in
regime detention. “I held condolences for him, I
wore black. I thought I had processed the truth,”
she said. That changed when a relative of
Khartabil visited a Damascus registry in early
July and saw the government’s freshly-recorded
date of death: October 5, 2015. “When we saw
that, it’s like he died all over again,” said Ghazi.
“There’s no going back. For more than two years
I fought to know his fate. Now I’ll be fighting my
whole life to get his body.” — AFP 

STOCKHOLM: Danish prosecutors yes-
terday charged an imam with calling for
the killing of Jews in the first case of its
kind in the Nordic nation and which
sparked political outrage. Imam Mundhir
Abdallah, who preaches in the
Copenhagen neighborhood of Norrebro at
the Masjid Al-Faruq mosque, which media
have linked to radical Islam, is accused of
citing a hadith or Quranic narrative calling
for Muslims to rise up against Jews. 

“Judgement Day will not come until the
Muslims fight the Jews and kill them,”
Abdallah said in a Facebook and YouTube
video post in March. “These are serious
statements and I think it’s right for the
court to now have an opportunity to
assess the case,” public prosecutor Eva
Ronne said in a statement.  This is the first
time the prosecution has raised such
charges under a criminal code introduced
January 1 2017 on religious preaching. 

Ronne said it’s legal to quote religious
books like the Quran and the Bible, but
that inciting or welcoming the killings of
people could be punishable by up to three
years in prison. “It has always been illegal
to accept killings of a certain group of
people, but it’s new for us to target hate
preachers,” she added. The case will be
brought before the Copenhagen district

court but no trial date has been set, the
prosecution said

The Jewish community, which in May
filed a complaint over the imam’s speech,
welcomed the prosecution’s decision to
press charges. The community’s head Dan
Rosenberg Asmussen, told the Danish
broadcaster TV2 that “there was no doubt
about the intentions” of the imam’s state-
ment. “It was deeply worrying,”
Rosenberg added. Minister of immigration
and integration, Inger Stojberg, who has
been outspoken against Islamic practices
in Denmark, has described the imam’s
address as “horrible, anti-democratic and
abominable”.

According to broadcaster DR, Omar
al-Hussein, who was behind a series of
shootings at a free-speech conference and
a Jewish synagogue in Copenhagen in
February 2015 which left two people dead,
had visited the mosque the day before
going on the rampage. Denmark published
in May a list of six foreigners accused of
preaching hatred — five of them Muslim
preachers and one Evangelical, banning
them for at least two years. The list
includes two Saudis, a Canadian, a Syrian,
and two Americans, including pastor Terry
Jones who burned copies of the Koran in
2011. — AFP 
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