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KASALA, Sudan: Ethiopians who fled intense fighting in their homeland of Tigray gather at the border reception center of Hamdiyet in this eastern Sudanese state on Saturday. — AFP 

Gunmen kill 34 in attack on bus in west Ethiopia
ADDIS ABABA: The leader of the Tigray region of
Ethiopia yesterday claimed responsibility for rocket
strikes on the airport in neighboring Eritrea’s capital, a
move that ratcheted up fears of a wider conflict in the
Horn of Africa region. Diplomats told AFP Saturday
night that multiple rockets had struck the capital,
Asmara, landing near the airport, though communica-
tions restrictions in Tigray and Eritrea made the reports
difficult to verify. 

Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed announced
Nov 4 he had ordered military operations in Tigray in a
dramatic escalation of a long-running feud with the
region’s ruling party, the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF). “Ethiopian forces are also using the air-
port of Asmara,” TPLF leader Debretsion Gebremichael
told AFP yesterday, saying this made the airport a
“legitimate target” for the strikes. He added that his
forces had also been fighting “16 divisions” of Eritrean
forces in recent days “in several fronts”.

The TPLF has previously accused Abiy’s government
of enlisting military support from Eritrea, something
Ethiopia denies. There was no immediate response from
the Eritrean or Ethiopian governments yesterday. It was
not clear how many rockets were fired on Saturday
night, where in Tigray they were fired from, whether
they hit their targets or what damage they inflicted. The
United States embassy in Asmara posted an advisory to
its website yesterday about “a series of loud noises” at
around 7:50 pm Saturday night. 

“Unconfirmed reports indicate they may have been
explosive devices believed to be in the vicinity of the
Asmara International Airport. There are no indications

the airport was struck,” the advisory said. The TPLF
dominated Ethiopian politics for nearly three decades
and fought a brutal 1998-2000 border war with Eritrea
that left tens of thousands dead. Abiy came to power in
2018 and won the Nobel Peace Prize the following year
in large part for his effort to initiate a rapprochement
with Eritrea.

Meanwhile, gunmen killed at least 34 people in a
“gruesome” attack on a passenger bus in west Ethiopia,
a part of the country that has recently seen a spate of
deadly assaults on civilians, the national human rights
body said yesterday. The Ethiopian Human Rights
Commission (EHRC) said in a statement that “the esti-
mated number of casualties, currently at 34, is likely to
rise” from the attack which occurred Saturday night in
the Benishangul-Gumuz region.

A spokesman for the commission, an independent
government body, confirmed that the casualties were
all deaths. The EHRC statement said the bus attack
occurred in the Debate administrative area, and that
“there are reports of similar attacks” in three other
areas, as well as “of persons who have fled to seek
shelter”.

Fleeing refugees 
Hundreds of people are reported to have been killed

so far in the conflict in Africa’s second most populous
country, some in a gruesome massacre documented last
week by Amnesty International. Nearly 25,000
Ethiopians have fled as refugees into Sudan, a figure
that continues to rise, Sudanese officials say. Among
them are Ethiopians returning to camps where they and

their families sought refuge from devastating famine
decades ago.

To cross the river at the two countries’ border, they
climb into small boats crammed with other exhausted
and terrified Ethiopians seeking safety. “I am filled with
immeasurable sadness, because when I left, 20 years
ago, I never thought that I would come back as a miser-
able refugee,” said Gabriel, a 40-year-old farmer who
arrived in eastern Sudan this week, asking to be identi-
fied by his first name because he feared for his safety.

Back in Ethiopia, the UN is pushing for full humani-
tarian access to Tigray, where Debretsion says hun-
dreds of thousands have been displaced internally by
fighting that has featured multiple rounds of govern-
ment air strikes.

Conflicting narratives 
Ever since Abiy took power in 2018 on the back of

anti-government protests, the TPLF has complained of
being sidelined and scapegoated for Ethiopia’s woes.
The feud grew more intense after Tigray went ahead
with its own elections in September - defying a nation-
wide ban on all polls imposed because of the coron-
avirus pandemic - and tried to brand him an illegitimate
ruler. The immediate catalyst for the military operations
in Tigray, Abiy has said, was a TPLF attack on federal
military camps.

The TPLF has denied the attack ever occurred,
though Abiy’s office has seized on a recent interview
with Tigrayan media in which a senior TPLF official,
Sekuture Getachew, said “it was imperative to take a
thunder-like strike”. “Had it not been for the mission

maybe Abiy had a chance to command dictatorially for
a short term,” Sekuture said in the interview, adding that
the TPLF now controlled most of the firepower of the
Ethiopian military’s Northern Command. Other TPLF
leaders have not commented on the interview.

Ethiopian lawmakers have backed a plan to install a
caretaker administration in Tigray, and officials have
issued arrest warrants for Debretsion and other TPLF
leaders. Abiy’s government has said the TPLF needs to
be disarmed before negotiations can begin, frustrating
world leaders who are calling for an immediate cessa-
tion of hostilities. Meanwhile there continue to be fears
the conflict could draw in other regions of Ethiopia. On
Saturday the TPLF claimed responsibility for rocket
attacks on two airports in Amhara region, which borders
Tigray to the south. — Agencies

Residents are carried on a forklift truck to dry land through floodwaters brought by heavy rain from Typhoon Vamco
after it made landfall in Thua Thien Hue province yesterday. — AFP 

Vamco hits Vietnam 
as Philippines death 
toll rises to 67
HANOI: Storm Vamco barreled into Vietnam yesterday,
damaging buildings and injuring at least five people, as
the death toll in the Philippines climbed to 67. The storm
made landfall on Sunday morning with reported winds of
up to 90 km per hour, uprooting trees and blowing the
roofs off houses and schools. Vamco is the latest in a
series of storms that have pummeled Vietnam over the
past six weeks, causing flooding and landslides that have
killed at least 159 people and left 70 others missing.

Initial reports from the Disaster Management
Authority yesterday said that five people were injured
while they were trying to secure their houses. Vamco has
weakened since hitting the Philippines as a typhoon with
winds of up to 155 kph, but state media said it had still
caused significant damage. Pictures showed seafront
restaurants in the tourist hotspot of Hoi An - a UNESCO
world heritage site - ripped apart by the storm, and huge
trees uprooted in the old imperial city of Hue.

Authorities evacuated nearly 650,000 people from
seven coastal provinces to higher and safer ground
before the storm hit, but on Sunday warned of the dan-
ger of landslides triggered by the heavy rains. Vamco
was the deadliest storm to hit the Philippines this year,
killing at least 67 people across the main island of Luzon
in recent days and affecting some 1.7 million around the
country.

The storm triggered some of the worst flooding in
years, swamping villages, destroying crops and leaving
hundreds of thousands without power. Rescue teams
and emergency supplies including food were dispatched
to the northeast Philippines on Saturday where swathes
of the region were inundated. The situation was made
worse by the release of water from a dam.

Vice President Leni Robredo said yesterday that the
waters were now receding after visiting Cagayan
province, giving hope that the worst may be over for the
storm-battered country. “Situation is so much better.
Many areas still flooded but water receded already,”
Robredo tweeted. In Vietnam, weeks of severe weather
have damaged or destroyed more than 400,000 homes,
according to the International Federation of Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies. Roads and bridges have
been washed away, power supplies disrupted, and cru-
cial food crops destroyed, leaving at least 150,000 peo-
ple at immediate risk of food shortages. — Reuters 

News in brief

Pullout deadline extended

BAKU: Azerbaijan yesterday agreed to extend the
deadline for Armenians to withdraw from the
Kalbajar district as part of a Russian-brokered
peace accord to end weeks of fighting over dis-
puted Nagorno-Karabakh. “Azerbaijan agreed to
prolong the deadline for the withdrawal from
Kalbajar of Armenian armed forces and of illegal
Armenian settlers until November 25,” said
President Ilham Aliyev’s foreign policy adviser,
Hikmet Hajiyev. He said Aliyev had agreed on
humanitarian grounds to grant an Armenian
request for the delay following mediation by
Russian President Vladimir Putin.. — AFP 

Israel advances settlement  

JERUSALEM: Israel has pushed on with plans to
build a new Jewish settler neighborhood in east
Jerusalem, a watchdog group said yesterday,
warning such efforts were being stepped up before
US President Donald Trump leaves office. The lat-
est move saw the Israel Land Authority issue con-
struction tenders in Givat Hamatos, next to the
mainly Palestinian neighborhood of Beit Safafa. In
February, Israel’s rightwing Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu announced the approval of
3,000 homes in the area. He said 2,000 would be
allocated for Jews, and 1,000 for Arab residents of
Beit Safafa. — AFP

Indian actor Chatterjee dies 

KOLKATA: Veteran Indian actor Soumitra
Chatterjee breathed his last at 12.15 pm at Belle Vue
Clinic in Kolkata yesterday. He was 85. The octoge-
narian actor’s health condition deteriorated
extremely over the past two days. Chatterjee’s pro-
longed stay at the hospital since Oct 6 had taken a
toll on his health. The 85-year-old Dadasaheb
Phalke awardee and one of the most celebrated
actors in Bengali cinema was admitted in the inten-
sive care unit of Kolkata’s Belle Vue Hospital for
almost 40 days. The legendary actor’s condition was
‘very critical and grim’ and last efforts to revive him
were being made by the teams of doctors treating
him at a private hospital in Kolkata. — Agencies

Conservatives flock 
to ‘alt’ social media 
in election dispute
WASHINGTON: Conservatives backing President
Donald Trump’s claims of election malfeasance have
sparked a migration to alternative social media sites
which have refrained from filtering unverified claims. The
shift has boosted right-wing favorites like Parler,
Newsmax and Rumble which have rejected the
approach of Facebook and Twitter in labeling and limit-
ing the reach of conspiracy theories. Parler, founded in
2018, saw more than 3.3 million downloads from Apple
and Google marketplaces since Nov 3 to reach 7.3 mil-
lion installs globally, according to market tracker Sensor
Tower. Large gains were also seen for other conserva-
tive-friendly services such as Newsmax - which Trump
himself endorsed - as well as MeWe and Rumble. These
sites have left up Trump’s claims of manipulation of elec-
tion results in states he lost.

While alternative social networks have seen
ephemeral gains in the past, the post-election trend “has
reached more mainstream conservatives” who are frus-
trated with the large internet platforms, according to
Bret Schafer, a disinformation specialist at the nonprofit
Alliance for Securing Democracy. “It’s not unprecedent-
ed to see migrations like these after a crackdown” by the
social media giants, according to Schafer. “But this does
feel a bit different.”

Sites like Parler have attracted Republican lawmakers
as well as the Trump campaign, which has used the app
for some of its recent statements. Fox Business TV host
Maria Bartiromo in recent days announced she would be
leaving Twitter, with a tweet saying, “I’ll be posting on
Parler bc as you know I won’t tolerate censorship.”
Bartiromo and others called on their Twitter followers to
migrate to Parler. “We don’t know if this is a symbolic
protest against Twitter and Facebook or whether this is
going to be more real and lasting,” said Daniel Kreiss, a
professor specializing in politics and social media at the
University of North Carolina’s Center for Information,
Technology, and Public Life. “But the dynamic is clear -
conservatives are upset at content moderation, particu-
larly against the president.” Kreiss added that because
the dominant platforms had been unevenly enforcing
their policies and only recently began aggressive moder-
ation, “there is a fair conservative complaint about why
they doing this now.” —AFP

Soumitra Chatterjee


