
Monday, October 28, 2019

8
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Powerful winds fan 
flames as ‘historic’ 
US blaze spreads
HEALDSBURG: Powerful winds were fanning wild-
fires in northern California in “potentially historic
fire” conditions, authorities said yesterday, as tens
of thousands of people were ordered to evacuate
and sweeping power cuts began in the US state.
Gusts of 80 miles per hour were fueling the
Kincade blaze - which threatens tens of thousands
of structures - causing it to burn with greater
intensity in remote steep terrain north of San
Francisco, the National Weather Service said.

The Sonoma County Sheriff’s office yesterday
issued an evacuation warning for much of the city of
Santa Rosa, which has a population of some 180,000
people. Nearly 90,000 people were ordered to flee
their homes on Saturday as the Sonoma county fire
spread after breaking out midweek.

A total of 77 structures, including 31 residential
buildings, had been destroyed by the blaze on
Saturday, as more than 2,800 personnel were called
to the scene, according to Jonathan Cox, spokesman
for the California Department of Forestry and Fire
Protection. “Potentially historic fire weather condi-
tions are possible” north of San Francisco, the US
National Weather Service wrote in a tweet. “This is
definitely an event that we’re calling historic and
extreme,” David King, a meteorologist with the serv-
ice, told The Los Angeles Times.

“What’s making this event really substantial... is
the amount of time that these winds are going to
remain.” The gusting winds, which have caused a
red flag warning indicating a high risk level, will last
into early Monday, meteorologists said. California’s
largest utility, Pacific Gas & Electric Co., said it
expected to turn off power to 940,000 customers -
a precautionary shutdown that local media report-
ed would affect about two million people.

A map linked to by PG&E showed blackouts
affecting large areas stretching some 250 miles to
the north of San Francisco yesterday, as well as to
the south and east. The company said it “will need to
turn off power for safety several hours before the
potentially damaging winds arrive.” “Winds of this
magnitude pose a higher risk of damage and sparks
on the electric system and rapid wildfire spread.”
The Kincade Fire, which is only 10 percent con-
tained, has grown to 25,955 acres, Cox said. —AFP

HEALDSBURG: The Soda Rock Winery burns during the
Kincade fire as flames race through Healdsburg, California
yesterday. —AFP

BARCELONA: Clashes between police and militant
elements in a thousands-strong crowd of demonstra-
tors transformed part of central Barcelona into a bat-
tleground late on Saturday as another day of pro-
independence protests turned violent. Projectiles
were fired, at least six people were hospitalized with
injuries, and barricades were set alight after officers
charged ranks of demonstrators - many young and
masking their faces - who had amassed outside
Spanish police headquarters. 

The violent standoff in the city’s tourist heartland
offered stark evidence of the faultlines developing
between hardline and conciliatory elements within the
region’s independence movement. It lasted several
hours before protesters dispersed through the city’s
streets. Barcelona has witnessed daily pro-secession
protests since Oct. 14.

That was when Spain’s Supreme Court sentenced
nine politicians and activists to up to 13 years in jail
for their role in a failed independence bid in 2017,
prompting widespread anger in the region and send-
ing shockwaves through Spain’s political landscape.
Saturday’s protest was not the first marred by vio-
lence, with unrest notably on Oct 18 having been
more widespread. But it contrasted starkly with
events earl ier in the day, when some 350,000
Catalans had marched peacefully through the city in
support of calls from civil rights groups for the jailed
separatist leaders to be freed.

Bottles, balls and bullets
The later protest was organised by CDR, a pro-

independence pressure group that favours direct
action and has cut off railtracks and roads, as well as
trying to storm the regional parliament. It began
around 7:30 pm and as the crowd grew to around
10,000, according to police estimates, demonstrators
threw a hail of bottles, balls and rubber bullets at offi-
cers, TV footage showed.

Police carrying shields and weapons and backed
by some 20 riot vans then charged the demonstrators
in an attempt to disperse them, splitting the crowd in
two along Via Laietana near the police HQ. Reuters
TV footage showed police armed with batons forcing

their way through the crowd while demonstrators
threw stones and flares. News channel 24h showed
police grappling one-on-one with demonstrators,
who fell back before reforming their lines.

Some projectiles were fired, with a Reuters pho-
tographer among those hospitalised after being hit in
the stomach by a rubber or foam bullet. Catalan
emergency services said that, in all, six people were
hospitalized. The organizers of the earlier protest,
grassroots groups Assemblea Nacional Catalana
(ANC) and Omnium Cultural, had hoped that, with
pro-secessionist parties split over what strategy to
adopt, it would refocus attention in the secessionist
camp by drawing the largest crowd since the court
verdicts were passed.

“From the street we will keep defending all the
(people’s) rights but from the institutions we need
political answers,” ANC leader Elisenda Paluzie told
the gathering, pledging to organize more protests.
Local police said around 350,000 attended, com-
pared with a daily peak of some 500,000 at the Oct.
18 protest and 600,000 at a march that took place on
Catalonia’s national day last month.

All those figures, however, represent only a small
percentage of the region’s 7.5 million population and
its electorate is almost evenly split over the issue of
independence. Mainstream Spanish parties, including
the minority Socialist government, have consistently
rejected moves towards Catalan independence and all
bar left-wing Podemos are opposed to any form of
referendum. They are now gearing up for a national
election on Nov 10.

‘Prison is not the answer’
Both ANC and Omnium Cultural eschew violence

and their then leaders were among the nine jailed on
Oct 14. Many who joined their march carried Catalan
pro-independence flags and banners bearing slogans
that included: “Prison is not the answer”, “Sit and
talk” and “Freedom for political prisoners”. In the
front row was regional government head Quim Torra,
who earlier presided over a ceremony at which hun-
dreds of Catalan mayors endorsed a document
demanding self-determination.

“We have to be capable of creating a republic of
free men and woman ... and overcoming the con-
frontational dynamic with a constructive one,” he told
them. While not currently affiliated to any party, Torra
belongs to the separatist political movement Junts per
Catalunya. It has been in favor of maintaining con-
frontation with authorities in Madrid, while its leftist
coalition partner Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya
favors dialogue.

One marcher, 63-year-old Maria Llopart, criticized
the lack of unity between the two parties. “Everything
looks very bad, we are not advancing,” she said.
Francesc Dot, 65, said the nine leaders had been jailed
in defense of “Spain’s unity.” His wife, Maria Dolors

Rustarazo, 63, said she should also be in prison
because she voted in the 2017 referendum, which
Spanish courts outlawed. “If (all separatist votes)...
have to go to jail, we will go but I don’t think we would
all fit,” she said. She condemned the violence but had
understanding for young protesters being “angry at the
lack of democracy”. On Saturday they included Manel, a
20 year-old student with his face obscured by a cloth
who said he was among those who lit barricades during
last week’s unrest. “We need a consistent protest: more
streets and less parliamentary talk because that doesn’t
seem to work,” he said before the CDR protest turned
violent. “If we halt the economy, the Spanish govern-
ment would be obliged to talk.”  —Reuters

Independence movement at risk of fragmenting

Police, Catalan separatists clash 
as day of protest ends in violence

BARCELONA: A banner demands ‘amnesty’ during a separatist demonstration called by Catalan National
Assembly (ANC) and Omnium Cultural organizations, against the conviction of Catalan separatist leaders
for the 2017 attempted secession in Barcelona. —AFP

In South Carolina, 
Democrats accuse 
Trump of sowing 
racism
COLUMBIA: Democratic presidential
candidates in South Carolina on
Saturday accused US President Donald
Trump of stoking racism as they vied for
the state’s black vote in its strategically
important early primary. Former Vice
President Joe Biden, US Senator Bernie
Sanders of Vermont and five other
Democrats participated in a forum at
historically black Benedict College a day
after Trump was presented an award
there for his work on criminal justice,
sparking outrage among candidates and
temporarily prompting Senator Kamala
Harris to pull out.

Harris, a former district attorney and
state attorney general in California,
spoke at the event on Saturday after the
20/20 Bipartisan Justice Center, which
gave Trump the award, was removed as a
sponsor, according to her campaign. A
spokeswoman for that nonprofit group,

which continued to be involved in organ-
izing the event throughout the day, did
not respond to a request for comment.

“I said I would not come because I
just couldn’t believe that Donald Trump
would be given an award as it relates to
criminal justice reform,” Harris told the
audience. “Let’s be clear: This is some-
body who has disrespected the voices
that have been present for decades
about the need for reform,” she said,
criticizing the president for describing
an impeachment inquiry against him as a
“lynching,” a form of vigilante killing
historically associated with white
supremacists.

The event is an important showcase
for Democrats ahead of South Carolina’s
Feb. 29 primary, the party’s fourth state-
nominating contest. Six in 10
Democratic voters in the state are black
and Biden has a strong early lead in
local political polls. In receiving the
award on Friday, Trump extolled his
record on race and criminal justice
before a largely handpicked and appre-
ciative audience. The award recognized
Trump last year signing bipartisan legis-
lation including easing harsh minimum
sentences for nonviolent drug offenders.

Biden told the crowd on Saturday

that “I don’t quite understand” why
Trump would get the award. “It’s not
just his words that have given rise to
hate,” he said. “His actions - his actions
have failed the African American com-
munity, and all communities.” Trump
hopes his support for a sweeping crim-

inal justice reform law will help him
pick up votes among African
Americans next year after only winning
8% of the black vote in 2016. The
president easily won South Carolina,
where Republican voters outnumber
Democrats 2-to-1, in 2016. —Reuters

MARSHALLTOWN: Democratic presidential candidate Sen Bernie Sanders (I-VT)
speaks to guests during a campaign stop in Marshalltown, Iowa. —AFP 

Week of furious 
protests leaves 
Chilean leaders 
stunned
SANTIAGO: After a week of huge and
sometimes violent protests, Chileans are
showing no sign of easing the pressure on
a government that seems stunned and
paralyzed by a popular explosion fueled
by years of socio-economic frustration.
Seeking to negotiate an end to the crisis,
President Sebastian Pinera on Saturday
announced a sweeping reshuffling of his
cabinet and said a highly controversial
state of emergency could end as early as
Sunday “if circumstances permit.” 

Whether such moves will help take the
air out of the protests that have brought
much of the country to a standsti l l
remains to be seen. The public fury in
Chile, one of South America’s richest and
most stable countries, was touched off by

a four-cent rise in ticket prices on the
state-owned Metro system. That seem-
ingly innocuous change sparked angry
clashes with security forces, widespread
looting, and demonstrations that culmi-
nated Friday in Santiago with the historic
mobilization of nearly a million people. 

The protesters, if anything, appear to
be gaining energy, and their l ist of
demands has continued to grow, reaching
far beyond the price of public transporta-
tion.  The demands now include decent
retirement benefits, affordable health care
and education, lower prescription drug
prices... but also Pinera’s resignation and
even the scrapping and replacing of the
nation’s Constitution, which dates from
the Pinochet dictatorship (1973-1990). 

Between the calls for greater social
justice and the demands for political
transformation, “It’s hard to know which
of these two dimensions will be the key to
managing an exit from the crisis,” said
Marcelo Mella, a political scientist at the
University of Santiago. But with more
than a mill ion Chileans taking to the
streets nationwide - in a country of just
18 million - the protests are no longer lim-

ited to the demands of the country’s
poorest. “This social explosion includes
some people who are very angry, but also
— and this is unprecedented - there are

demonstrators from more affluent neigh-
borhoods,” said Genaro Cuadros, a pro-
fessor of urban studies at Diego Portales
University. —AFP

SANTIAGO: Demonstrators gather in Santiago, a week after protests started.
Demonstrations against a hike in metro ticket prices in Chile’s capital exploded
into violence on October 18, unleashing widening protests over living costs and
social inequality. —AFP

Number of hostages 
‘killed’ as rebels and 
Myanmar army clash
YANGON: A number of hostages seized by ethnic
Rakhine rebels in a raid on a ferry packed with scores
of Myanmar security forces have been killed, the insur-

gents and army said yesterday, blaming each other for
the deaths. On Saturday rebels from the Arakan Army
(AA), who are fighting for greater autonomy for
Rakhine Buddhists from the state, forced a ferry to the
shore taking around 50 people hostage including 14
soldiers and 29 police officers. 

The army said it deployed attack helicopters in pur-
suit of the rebels who tried to escape with the
detainees loaded onto three boats. Both sides con-
firmed some of the hostages were killed in a melee, but
did not give a number for the dead and traded blame

for who was responsible.
The AA released a statement yesterday saying mili-

tary attack helicopters armed with machine guns and
rockets hit the group as they were being “taken for
questioning to a safe place in boats.” “Some detainees
we took for questioning were killed, two boats were
completely destroyed.” The army refuted the allegation
saying the AA “killed them before the fighting took
place” with security forces. “They used police as human
shields,” Brigadier General Zaw Min Tun told AFP. “We
cannot say exactly how many were killed.” —AFP


