
US south coast 
braces for 
Hurricane Ida
MIAMI: Residents evacuated high-
risk areas and lined up to buy supplies
Friday as Louisiana braced for
Hurricane Ida, expected to strengthen
to an “extremely dangerous” Category
4 storm when it hits the southern
United States this weekend. The
National Weather Service is now fore-
casting a “life-threatening storm
surge” when the hurricane makes
landfall along the coasts of Louisiana
and Mississippi, warning of “cata-
strophic wind damage” and urging
those in affected areas to follow
advice from local officials.

“The time to act is NOW. Hurricane
Ida is now forecast to make landfall as
a category 4 hurricane,” the New
Orleans branch of the US National
Weather Service urged in a tweet.
That level is the second-highest on the
Saffir-Simpson hurricane wind scale,

with a minimum wind strength of 130
miles (209 kilometers) per hour.
Louisiana has declared a state of
emergency in preparation for the
storm, forecast to make US landfall
Sunday — 16 years to the day after
the devastating Hurricane Katrina first
hit the state, which flooded 80 percent
of New Orleans and killed more than
1,800 people.

Officials have already ordered
mandatory evacuations outside the
levee-protected areas of New Orleans
and flood-prone coastal towns on the
state’s coast such as Grand Isle.

“People are packing and leaving
right now,” Scooter Resweber, police
chief in Grand Isle, told local media.
“We know this is going to be a big
one.” The declaration, approved by
President Joe Biden, will funnel fed-
eral supplemental funds and aid to
the southern state to bolster its
emergency preparedness and
response efforts.

The hurricane made landfall late
Friday in western Cuba as a Category
1 storm, packing maximum sustained
winds near 80 miles per hour. Ida
struck Cuba in the province of Pinar

del Rio, the current coronavirus epi-
center of the island. More than 10,000
people were evacuated and electricity
was cut off ahead of the storm as a
precaution.

In the capital Havana, public trans-
port was suspended by midday and
thousands of people were evacuated.

“Now is the time for Louisianans to
get prepared,” tweeted the state’s

governor John Bel Edwards, calling on
residents to “make sure you and your
family are ready for whatever comes.”

But New Orleans mayor LaToya
Cantrell told residents inside the city’s
protective levee system to stay in their
homes. “We do not want to have peo-
ple on the road, and therefore in
greater danger,” she told local news
website nola.com. —AFP

MADRID: As it loses steam in the polls, Poland’s
right-wing populist government is playing the anti-
immigration card that helped it win in 2015, hoping
to take back the political initiative, analysts said.
Thousands of migrants-most of them from the
Middle East-have crossed from Belarus into eastern
EU states, including Poland, in recent months.

The EU suspects the influx is engineered by the
Belarusian regime in retaliation against increasingly
stringent EU sanctions, with Poland the Baltic states
calling it a “hybrid attack”. Political attention in
Poland in recent weeks has focused on a group of
around 30 migrants camped out on the border
between Poland and Belarus.

Meanwhile, around 350 migrants tried to scale
the fence from Morocco into Spain’s Melilla enclave
before dawn yesterday but none managed to get
across, a Spanish government spokesman said.

Spanish border forces had been alerted at
around 5:30 am by their Moroccan counterparts
that “a group of 350 sub-Saharan Africans” were
trying to scale the fence near the Barrio Chino bor-
der post, prompting Guardia Civil police to deploy
a helicopter to head them off.

“No one got across,” the spokesman said, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity. Another group of
more than 300 people had tried to cross into
Melilla on August 20 but none managed to get in, he
said. Three days earlier, more than 50 did succeed
in entering the tiny enclave when around 150 peo-
ple stormed the fence. And on July 22, more than
230 people managed to sneak into Melilla in one of
the largest influxes in recent years.

Spain’s two tiny enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla
have Europe’s only land border with Africa, making
them a magnet for migrants desperate to escape
grinding poverty and hunger.

Poland is refusing to let in the migrants, said to be
Afghans by a charity trying to help them, or give
them aid without the consent of Belarus. “It cannot
be ruled out that there will be early elections next
year... and it is by no means certain that the Law and
Justice (PiS) party will win a majority or manage to
piece together a coalition,” said Agata Szczesniak, a

political analyst for the news portal OKO.press. The
government lost its formal parliamentary majority
earlier this month after the departure of a junior
coalition partner. A recent poll by Kantar also found
that PiS had fallen by three points in the polls and is
now neck-and-neck with the main opposition
grouping, Civic Platform, at 26 percent.

“To go back up in the polls, PiS is trying to
replay what happened in 2015 but even more so. It
is focusing public emotion around the image and

rhetoric of a war” against migrants, Szczesniak said.
During Europe’s migration crisis of 2015, PiS

leader Jaroslaw Kaczynski scored electoral points
in parliamentary elections that year with his anti-
immigration rhetoric, including warnings about the
diseases and “all sorts of parasites” that the
migrants might bring with them.

The government has remained intransigent over
the migrants on the border even after multiple
appeals from the UN refugee agency, the Council of
Europe and the European Court of Human Rights.

Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki has said he
is protecting “holy Polish territory”.

But analysts pointed out that public feeling
around the issue has changed in recent years. Many
Poles sympathise with Afghans and are growing used
to higher levels of immigration in the country, partic-
ularly of Ukrainians and Belarusians. “At the time,
around 70 percent of Poles said they were opposed
to letting in refugees. Today, it is 55 percent,” said
Szczesniak. The government may also be sending a
mixed message. In recent days, it has also evacuated
almost 1,000 Afghans who worked for Poland’s mili-
tary contingent. “On the one hand, the PiS is helping
Afghans and on the other it is rejecting them. This
creates confusion,” said Szczesniak. — AFP
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Biden: China still 
withholding info 
on COVID origins
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden said
Friday that China was withholding “critical
information” on the origins of COVID-19 after
the US intelligence community said it did not
believe the virus was a bioweapon-but
remained split on whether it escaped from a lab.

The United States, however, does not believe
Chinese officials had foreknowledge of the virus
before the initial outbreak of the pandemic that
has now claimed 4.5 million lives, according to
the unclassified summary of an eagerly awaited
intelligence report. “Critical information about
the origins of this pandemic exists in the
People’s Republic of China, yet from the begin-
ning, government officials in China have worked
to prevent international investigators and mem-
bers of the global public health community from
accessing it,” Biden said in a statement. “To this
day, the PRC continues to reject calls for trans-
parency and withhold information, even as the
toll of this pandemic continues to rise.”

US intelligence has ruled out that the coron-
avirus was developed as a weapon, and most
agencies assess with “low confidence” it was
not genetically engineered.

But the community remains divided on the
pathogen’s origins, with four agencies and the
National Intelligence Council judging in favor of
natural exposure to an animal as the likely
explanation, and one agency favoring the lab
leak theory. Analysts at three agencies were
unable to reach a conclusion.

“Variations in analytic views largely stem
from differences in how agencies weigh intel-
ligence reporting and scientific publications,
and intelligence and scientific gaps,” the sum-
mary said.

The intelligence community and global scien-
tists lack clinical samples or epidemiological
data from the earliest COVID-19 cases, it added.
Biden said the United States would continue to
work with allies to press Beijing to share more
information and cooperate with the World
Health Organization.

“We must have a full and transparent
accounting of this global tragedy. Nothing less
is acceptable,” he said. The office of the director
of national intelligence said it was reviewing de-
classifying parts of the report in the near future,
in light of the historic nature of the pandemic
and the importance of informing the public,
while protecting its sources and methods.

Lab leak fading 
Beijing has rejected calls from the United

States and other countries for a renewed origin
probe after a heavily politicized visit by a WHO
team in January also proved inconclusive, and
faced criticism for lacking transparency and
access. In a statement Friday, the Chinese
embassy in Washington slammed the US intelli-
gence community’s findings, defending its han-
dling of the pandemic and the WHO investiga-
tion. “The report by the US intelligence commu-
nity shows that the US is bent on going down
the wrong path of political manipulation,” the
embassy said in a statement. 

“The report by the intelligence community is
based on the presumption of guilt on the part of
China, and it is only for scapegoating China.” At
the outset of the pandemic, the natural origin
hypothesis-that the virus emerged in bats and
then passed to humans, likely via an intermedi-
ary species-was widely accepted. —AFP

BIALYSTOK, Poland: Polish soldiers unload materials to construct a barbed wire fence on the border with
Belarus in Zubrzyca Wielka near Bialystok, eastern Poland. — AFP

HAVANA: People walk under the rain in Havana Friday as Hurricane Ida passes
through eastern Cuba. Storm Ida has strengthened into a hurricane as it barrels
toward Cuba and the US Gulf Coast, the National Hurricane Center said Friday. —AFP

LOS ANGELES: The man convicted
of shooting dead Robert F Kennedy in
a 1968 assassination that rocked the
United States was granted parole
Friday. Sirhan Sirhan, now 77, has been
behind bars for five decades-despite
doubts that he fired the shots that like-
ly changed the course of US politics.

Kennedy, the younger brother of
slain president John F. Kennedy, was
campaigning for the Democratic nomi-
nation when he was gunned down in a
Los Angeles hotel. His murder came
just months after the killing of Black
civil rights leader Martin Luther King
Jr, and as a divided America was deep
in an unpopular war in Vietnam. Sirhan
was convicted and sentenced to death
in 1969 after pleading guilty.

His death sentence was commuted
to life imprisonment several years later.
But doubts soon surfaced that he was

actually responsible for Bobby
Kennedy’s death, with claims that there
could have been a second gunman in
the Ambassador Hotel on June 5, 1968.

‘Wrong person’ 
Kennedy had given a speech at the

hotel after winning California’s
Democratic presidential primary. On a
walkabout in the kitchen where he met
staff, he was shot, as were several oth-
er people in his entourage, among
them Paul Schrade, who took a bullet
to the head. Schrade, along with
Kennedy’s then-14-year-old son, have
since campaigned for Sirhan’s release,
saying the evidence against him does
not stack up.

“It is a good decision,” Schrade
told AFP on Friday. “I’m really grate-
ful to the parole board for giving
Sirhan the chance to go home.” The

vote on Friday by a two-person panel
of the California parole board does
not mean that Sirhan will automati-
cally be released.

The decision is subject to a three-
month review, and then ultimately
passes to state Governor Gavin
Newsom, a Democrat who faces a
recall vote in September. During

Friday’s hearing, Kennedy’s youngest
son, Douglas, spoke in favor of
Sirhan’s release, media reports said,
adding that Robert F. Kennedy Jr had
sent a letter of support to the parole
board.

Robert F Kennedy Jr told The
Washington Post in 2018 that he had
visited Sirhan in the California desert
prison where he was serving his sen-
tence, and had become convinced that
an injustice had been perpetrated. “I
went there because I was curious and
disturbed by what I had seen in the
evidence,” he told the paper.

“I was disturbed that the wrong
person might have been convicted of
killing my father. “My father was the
chief law enforcement officer in this
country. I think it would have dis-
turbed him if somebody was put in jail
for a crime they didn’t commit.”
Uncertainty over Sirhan’s guilt began
during his trial, when prosecutors pro-
duced an autopsy report that showed
Kennedy was shot at point-blank
range from behind. —AFP 

Sirhan Sirhan

Cameroon’s
main port city
battles rising
flood peril
DOUALA: It is the middle of the
night in Cameroon’s largest port city,
Douala, and the floodwaters are rising
fast and quietly.

Alerted by frightened neighbors,
Hummel Tsafack hastily sends his chil-
dren to safety and grabs a few pos-
sessions. A few minutes later, brackish
water pours into the family home.
Flooding is an annual hazard during
the July-September rainy season in
Makepe-Missoke, a poor district in
the heart of this city of more than
three million people. But, impelled by
suspected climate change and wors-
ened by urban planning and blocked

drains, such events have become more
and more frequent.

“The TV burned out, the refrigera-
tor burned out,” Tsafack, 35, sighed
after the most recent flood earlier this
month. “Everything has been trashed.”

“As soon as we hear thunder, we
raise the beds,” his neighbor Francois,
a man in his fifties, said. “Everyone
here is scared. The water rises so
fast.” The two men have stark memo-
ries of a flood in  summer 2020 that
devastated the neighborhood and
paralyzed Cameroon’s economic capi-
tal on the Atlantic coast. Francois’s
small home is steeped in damp and
none of his household appliances
work. The concrete floor has holes in
numerous places. “We have already
patched that area seven times. Every
time there’s a flood, it breaks up and
we have to start again,” he said.

Population growth 
“We moved here because it was

cheaper. We aren’t going to move

again,” Francois said, though the
endangered neighborhood is located
in a flood zone where building is
officially banned. People continue to
settle there, driven by the lack of
space in a city with a population
growth rate of more than 5.5 percent

per year. The gap is widening
between demand and supply for
available land as nearly 110,000
newcomers per year look to put
down roots in Douala. Even before
climate change, Doula was already
prone to rising water. —AFP

DOUALA, Cameroon: Francois Bakakeu walks in the courtyard of his house in the Makepe-
Missoke district, that was heavily affected by floods, in Douala, Cameroon. —AFP
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