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PARADISE: Smoldering debris, skeletons of cars with
melted glass, a cat with a singed, soot-covered coat: rav-
aged by the most destructive fire to hit California, Paradise
is now a ghost town. “It’s devastation, total devastation, it’s
pretty incredible something like this occurred,” said fire-
fighter Mark Nees, who arrived from neighboring Oregon
to help his California colleagues. 

“We’ve gone through lots of wildfire over the years, this
is the worst I’ve seen personally,” the team leader said. In
the center of town as well as the suburbs, there is nothing
left of many houses-most of which are built of wood in
California-except charred debris and sometimes a brick
chimney rising into the sky. Some buildings are strangely
spared, such as an almost intact garage surrounded by a
white plastic fence that was melted from the heat.

Firefighters’ red trucks and yellow suits, along with the
blue pickups of electricity company workers, are the only

splashes of color in the desolate, ashen grey landscape:
the 27,000 inhabitants of Paradise were evacuated, some

barely escaping the flames. Others were not so lucky: rescue
workers recovered bodies from burned residences in

Paradise on Saturday as the death toll from the blaze mounts.
Inhabitants were prevented from returning to the area as a
state of emergency requires, a police officer told AFP.

Despite the protests of residents who want to try to
find a loved one, an animal or just to find out if their house
is still standing, dozens of vehicles were forced to turn
back. ‘I don’t know where else to look’- Other evacuees
wait in anguish near the police barricade, including Katie
McCrary, an old lady without a cell phone who has no
news of her two sons and grandchildren. “I don’t know if
they are all right, if they got out, I’ve been to the shelters
in Chico, they’re not there,” she said, referring to a neigh-
boring city. “I don’t know where else to look,” McCrary
said, with soot on her sweater, visibly exhausted after hav-
ing spent two nights in her car on the side of the road.

Dozens of people were still missing on Saturday. “Our
neighbor and his daughter stayed, we haven’t been able to get

hold of them and they live right below us,” said Jodie Colvard,
who was not present when the evacuation took place. She
also waits, and worries about her dog. “Our German shep-
herd is still in there, we left in the morning and we couldn’t get
back in, so she’s still in there,” Colvard said. An electricity
company employee took the address and promised to check
on the dog. “If the house is still there,” she said.

The fire, which has already consumed over 150 square
miles of forest and brush, continued to rage on Saturday,
and was only 20 percent contained. What is left of
Paradise is still not safe: “It is still very early, there is a
wind event predicted tonight till Monday morning, red flag
for fire again,” said Nees, the firefighter. There are “poten-
tial areas that have not burned that can possibly have new
fire if embers are thrown,” he said. He and his men are
working “so that things don’t get any worse.” “Hopefully
people will be able to come back,” Nees said. — AFP 

US Paradise: A ghost town emerging from hell
California city ravaged by the most destructive fire 

BIG BEND: Flames from the Camp fire burn near a home atop a ridge near Big Bend, California. The death toll from the most destructive fire to hit California rose to 23 on November 10 as rescue workers recovered more bodies of
people killed by the devastating blaze. — AFP 
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Israel PM defends 
Qatari cash infusion 
to Hamas-run Gaza
JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has defended allow-
ing Qatar to transfer millions of dollars to Hamas-run Gaza despite criticism
from within his own government over the move aimed at restoring calm after
months of unrest. The Israeli-authorized money transfer appeared to be part of
talks that would see Islamist movement Hamas end months of often violent
protests along the border in exchange for Israel easing its blockade of the Gaza
Strip. Border protests have been much calmer the last two Fridays, the day they
usually peak.

Netanyahu’s remarks late Saturday were his first on the issue since Israel
allowed the money transfer to the enclave controlled by Hamas, which Israel, the
United States and European Union consider a terrorist movement. Naftali
Bennet, Netanyahu’s education minister and right-wing rival, compared the cash
flow to “protection money” paid to criminals. “I’m doing what I can, in coordina-
tion with the security establishment, to return quiet to the southern communi-
ties, but also to prevent a humanitarian crisis,” Netanyahu said, referring to
Israeli towns near the Gaza border and deteriorating conditions in the enclave.

Netanyahu said the Israeli security establishment supported the move and
that ministers in his security cabinet approved it. “We held serious discus-
sions,” he said ahead of his flight to Paris to join world leaders marking the cen-
tenary of the end of World War I. “I think we’re acting in a responsible and
wise way,” he said. “At this time, this is the right step.” On Friday, Palestinian
civil servants began receiving payments after months of sporadic salary dis-
bursements in cash-strapped Gaza, with $15 million delivered into the enclave
through Israel in suitcases.

A total of $90 million is to be distributed in six monthly instalments, Gaza
authorities said, primarily to cover salaries of officials working for Hamas. Qatar
has also said it would hand out $100 to each of 50,000 poor families, as well as
larger sums to Palestinians wounded in clashes along the Gaza-Israel border.
Netanyahu has faced political pressure within Israel, including from opposition
head Tzipi Livni, who called it the premier’s “submission to Hamas,” which would
strengthen the Islamist movement. — AFP

Ten ways climate
change can make 
wildfires worse
PARIS: Deadly wildfires such as those raging in north-
ern and southern California have become more com-
mon across the state and elsewhere in the world in
recent years. AFP talked to scientists about the ways in
which climate change can make them worse. Other fac-
tors have also fuelled an increase in the frequency and
intensity of major fires, including human encroachment
on wooded areas, and questionable forest manage-
ment. “The patient was already sick,” in the words of
David Bowman, a professor of environmental change
biology at the University of Tasmania and a wildfire
expert. “But climate change is the accelerant.”

Fine weather for a fire
Any firefighter can tell you the recipe for “con-

ducive fire weather”: hot, dry and windy. No surprise,
then, that many of the tropical and temperate regions
devastated by a surge in forest fires are those predict-
ed in climate models to see higher temperatures and
more droughts. “Besides bringing more dry and hot air,
climate change — by elevating evaporation rates and
drought prevalence - also creates more flammable
ecosystems,” noted Christopher Williams, director of
environmental sciences at Clark University in
Massachusetts. In the last 20 years, California and
southern Europe have seen several droughts of a mag-
nitude that used to occur only once a century.

More fuel
Dry weather means more dead trees, shrubs and

grass - and more fuel for the fire. “All those extremely
dry years create an enormous amount of desiccated
biomass,” said Michel Vennetier, an engineer at
France’s National Research of Science and Technology
for Environment and Agriculture (IRSTEA). “That’s an
ideal combustible.”

Change of scenery
To make matters worse, new species better adapted

to semi-arid conditions grow in their place. “Plants that
like humidity have disappeared, replaced by more
flammable plants that can withstand dry conditions,
like rosemary, wild lavender and thyme,” said
Vennetier. “The change happens quite quickly.” 

Thirsty plants 
With rising mercury and less rain, water-stressed

trees and shrubs send roots deeper into the soil, suck-
ing up every drop of water they can to nourish leaves
and needles. That means the moisture in the earth that
might have helped to slow a fire sweeping through a
forest or garrigue is no longer there. 

Longer season
In the northern hemisphere’s temperate zone, the

fire season was historically short - July and August, in
most places.  “Today, the period susceptible to wild-
fires has extended from June to October,” said IRSTEA
scientist Thomas Curt, referring to the Mediterranean
basin. In California, which only recently emerged from
a five-year drought, some experts say there’s no longer
a season at all - fires can happen year-round.

More lightning
“The warmer it gets, the more lightning you have,”

said Mike Flannigan, a professor at the University of
Alberta, Canada and director of the Western
Partnership for Wildland Fire Science. “Especially in
the northern areas, that translates into more fires.” At

the same time, he noted that 95 percent of wildfires
worldwide are started by humans.

Weakened jet stream 
Normal weather patterns over North America and

Eurasia depend heavily on the powerful, high-altitude
air currents - produced by the contrast between polar
and equatorial temperatures - known as the jet stream.
But global warming has raised temperatures in the
Arctic twice as fast as the global average, weakening
those currents. “We are seeing more extreme weather
because of what we call blocked ridges, which is a
high-pressure system in which air is sinking, getting
warmer and drier along the way,” said Flannigan.
“Firefighters have known for decades that these are
conducive to fire activity.”

Unmanageable intensity
Climate change not only boosts the likelihood of

wildfires, but their intensity as well. “If the fire gets too
intense” as in California right now, and in Greece last
summer - “there is no direct measure you can take to
stop it,” said Flannigan. “It’s like spitting on a campfire.”

Beetle infestations 
With rising temperatures, beetles have moved

northward into Canada’s boreal forests, wreaking hav-
oc - and killing trees - along the way. “Bark beetle out-
breaks temporarily increase forest flammability by
increasing the amount of dead material, such as nee-
dles,” said Williams.

Positive feedback
Globally, forests hold about 45 percent of Earth’s

land-locked carbon and soak up a quarter of human
greenhouse gas emissions. But as forests die and burn,
some of the carbon is released back into the atmos-
phere, contributing to climate change in a vicious loop
that scientists call “positive feedback.” — AFP 


