
KIGALI: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
said he voiced “serious concerns” about human 
rights during talks on Thursday with Rwandan 
President Paul Kagame. 

In particular, he said he raised the case of “Hotel 
Rwanda” hero Paul Rusesabagina, a fierce Kagame 
critic who was sentenced to a 25-year prison term 
last year on terrorism charges. 

Blinken is in Rwanda on the final stop of a three-
nation tour of Africa, as Washington seeks to count-
er a Kremlin charm offensive following a trip to the 
continent in July by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov. “As I told President Kagame, we believe 
people in every country should be able to express 
their views without fear of intimidation, imprison-
ment, violence or any other forms of repression,” 
Blinken told a joint press conference with Rwandan 
Foreign Minister Vincent Biruta. 

Blinken also said he “underscored our concerns 
about the lack of fair trial guarantees provided to 
(Rusesabagina)”. In May, the US State Department 
said Rusesabagina-who has US permanent residen-

cy-had been “wrongfully detained” by Kigali. 
Rusesabagina, then a Kigali hotel manager, is 

credited with saving hundreds of lives during the 
1994 genocide. His actions inspired the Hollywood 
film “Hotel Rwanda.” 

The 68-year-old has been behind bars for more 
than 700 days since his arrest in August 2020 when 
a plane he believed was bound for Burundi landed 
instead in Kigali. In a statement issued to coincide 
with Blinken’s visit, Rusesabagina’s family said his 
health was deteriorating, with a weak left arm and 
facial paralysis indicating that he may have had one 
or more strokes. 

“We trust that if the US relationship with 
Rwanda is strong enough to be deserving of finan-
cial and trusted cooperation, then it is strong 
enough to push for the release of our father on 
humanitarian grounds,” it said. 

Meanwhile, Blinken said he also discussed with 
Kagame “credible reports” that Rwanda continues 
to support the M23 rebel group and has its own 
forces inside the neighboring Democratic Republic 
of Congo, claims repeatedly denied by Kigali. “Any 
support or cooperation with any armed group in 
eastern DRC endangers local communities and 
regional stability and every country in the region 
must respect the territorial integrity of the others,” 
he added. 

An unpublished independent investigation for the 
UN, seen by AFP last week, said Rwandan troops 

had attacked soldiers inside the DRC and aided 
M23 rebels, a primarily Tutsi Congolese rebel 
group. 

The M23 has captured swathes of territory in 
eastern DRC in recent months, stoking tensions 
between Kigali and Kinshasa. Ties between the two 
nations have been strained since the mass arrival in 
the eastern DRC of Rwandan Hutus accused of 
slaughtering Tutsis during the 1994 genocide, 
although there was a thaw after DRC President 

Felix Tshisekedi took office in 2019. 
In a statement released Monday, Human Rights 

Watch had called on Blinken to “urgently signal that 
there will be consequences for the government’s 
repression and abuse in Rwanda and beyond its 
borders”. “Failing to address Rwanda’s abysmal 
human rights record has emboldened its officials to 
continue to commit abuse, even beyond its bor-
ders,” said Lewis Mudge, HRW’s Central Africa 
director. — AFP 

HOSTENS, France: Six EU nations are sending 
firefighting teams and equipment to France as it 
battles a spate of wildfires, including a fierce blaze 
in the parched southwest that has forced thousands 
to evacuate, officials said Thursday. 

Most of the country is sweltering under a summer 
heatwave compounded by a record drought-condi-
tions most experts say will occur more often as a 
result of rapid climate change. “We must continue, 
more than ever, our fight against climate disruption 
and... adapt to this climate disruption,” Prime Minister 
Elisabeth Borne said after arriving at a fire command 
post in the village of Hostens, south of Bordeaux. 

The European Commission said four firefighting 
planes would be sent to France from Greece and 
Sweden, while teams from Austria, Germany, Poland 
and Romania were on their way. 

“Our partners are coming to France’s aid against 
the fires. Thank you to them. European solidarity is 
at work!” President Emmanuel Macron tweeted. 
“Across the country over 10,000 firefighters and 
security forces are mobilized against the flames... 
These soldiers of fire are our heroes,” he said. 

Among eight major fires currently raging, the 
biggest is the Landiras fire in the southwest 

Gironde department, whose forests and beaches 
draw huge tourist crowds each summer. 

It had already burned 14,000 hectares (35,000 
acres) in July-the driest month seen in France since 
1961 — before being contained, but it continued to 
smolder in the region’s tinder-dry pine forests and 
peat-rich soil. Since flaring up again Tuesday, which 
officials suspect may have been caused by arson, it 
has burned 6,800 hectares, destroyed or damaged 
17 homes, and forced 10,000 people to quit their 
homes, said Lieutenant Colonel Arnaud Mendousse 
of the Gironde fire and rescue service. 

Borne said nine firefighting planes are already 
dumping water on the blaze, with two more to be in 
service by the weekend. 

 
‘California’  

“We battled all night to stop the fire from 
spreading, notably to defend the village of Belin-
Beliet,” Mendousse told journalists in Hostens. On 
several houses nearby, people hung out white 
sheets saying: “Thank you for saving our homes” 
and other messages of support for the weary fire 
battalions. “You’d think we’re in California, it’s 
gigantic... And they’re used to forest fires here but 
we’re being overwhelmed on all sides-nobody 
could have expected this,” Remy Lahlay, a firefight-
er deployed near Hostens in the Landes de 
Gascogne natural park, told AFP. 

And with temperatures in the region forecast to 
reach 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit) 
Thursday and stay until at least Sunday, “there is a 
very serious risk of new outbreaks” for the 
Landiras fire, the prefecture of the Gironde depart-
ment said. Reinforcements are planned for the 
1,100 firefighters now trying to contain the fire. 
Acrid smoke has spread across much of the south-

western Atlantic coast and its beaches that draw 
huge crowds of tourists each summer, with the 
regional ARS health agency “strongly” urging peo-
ple to wear protective face masks. The smoke also 
forced the closing of the A63 motorway, a major 
artery toward Spain, between Bordeaux and 
Bayonne. 

The government has urged employers to allow 

leaves of absence for volunteer firefighters to help 
fight the fires. In Portugal Thursday, more than 
1,500 firefighters were also battling a fire that has 
raged for days in the mountainous Serra da Estrela 
natural park in the centre of the country. 

It has already burned 10,000 hectares, accord-
ing to the European Forest Fire Information System 
(EFFIS).  —AFP 
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France gets boost from EU  
neighbors as wildfires rage

A fierce blaze in southwest of France forces thousands to evacuate

HOSTENS, France: Firefighters work at the site of a wildfire near Belin-Beliet, southwestern France 
overnight on August 11, 2022.  — AFP
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Meanwhile, medicine prescriptions from health 

centers have been linked to the unified government 
application Sahel on instructions of Health Minister 
Dr Khalid Al-Saeed and Undersecretary Dr Mustafa 
Redha. “Patients will be directly notified on their 
smartphone after they have received their prescrip-
tion, including the prescription itself and a report of 
all recurring prescriptions for terminal illnesses,” 
MoH Spokesman Dr Abdullah Al-Sanad said. 

The report will include the type of medicine they 
have received, its doses, the history of their pre-
scriptions and the names of the medical center and 
the doctor who issued the prescription to facilitate 
the process. “Prescriptions of children under the 
age of 16 will be sent to their guardians,” Assistant 
Undersecretary of Online Health Affairs Ahmad Al-
Ghareeb said. 

The process is currently in its first phase, active 
specifically for health centers. “In the future, the 
application will be able to accommodate specialized 
hospitals in its second phase, while the third phase 
will include all hospitals in Kuwait,” Ghareeb added. 
On a side note, Ghareeb insisted about the impor-
tance of notifying the respective health center in 
case any notification is received by a person with-
out their knowledge.
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KIGALI, Rwanda: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken (third right) speaks with members of civil society 
in US Embassy in Kigali on August 11, 2022. — AFP 
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more were killed on Tuesday in Zionist operations 

in the West Bank. The UN Human Rights Office 
OHCHR said that among the 48 Palestinians killed in 
last week’s Gaza conflict, there were at least 22 civil-
ians. They included the 17 children. Of the 360 
Palestinians reported injured, nearly two-thirds were 
civilians, including 151 children, OHCHR said. Three 
Gazan children are on life-support systems at a hos-
pital in Zionist-annexed east Jerusalem, the official 

Palestinian news agency Wafa reported Thursday. 
“In a number of incidents, children were the 

majority of casualties,” Bachelet’s office said. 
“Launching an attack which may be expected to 
incidentally kill or injure civilians, or damage civilian 
objects, in disproportionate manner to the concrete 
and direct military advantage anticipated, is prohib-
ited,” she said. “Such attacks must stop.” 

Bachelet called for investigations into all incidents 
where any person was killed or injured. “An almost 
total lack of accountability persists in the occupied 
Palestinian territory,” she said. “Whether for viola-
tions of international humanitarian law by all parties 
in hostilities in Gaza, or for recurring (Zionist) viola-
tions of international human rights law and the law 
of occupation in the West Bank, including East 
Jerusalem.” — AFP 
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 for the shaggy-bearded suspect wearing shorts 

and flip-flops. Police could not immediately say 
whether the man would face charges. 

Local residents said the incident began at about 
10:30 am (0730 GMT). The man had “a pump-action 
rifle and flammable material, and threatened employ-
ees to give him his savings,” a security source told 
AFP, requesting anonymity. Another security source 
said a man in his 40s “poured gasoline all over the 
bank, and closed the bank’s front door, holding 
employees hostage”. He demanded savings worth 
more than $200,000, the source said. 

The man “threatened to set himself on fire and to 
kill everyone in the branch, pointing his weapon in the 
bank manager’s face”, NNA said. He said he stormed 
the bank because his father “was admitted to hospital 
some time ago for an operation and could not pay for 
it”, NNA reported. His brother Atef Al-Cheikh Hussein 
told journalists: “My brother has $210,000 in the bank 

and wants to get just $5,500 to pay hospital bills.” He 
said his brother had grabbed the weapon “from the 
bank and did not bring it with him”. 

A video circulating on social media in the morning 
showed two people negotiating with the armed man 
behind the bank’s metal door. He replied angrily, 
wielding the rifle in one hand and a cigarette in the 
other. The suspect later released two hostages, AFP 
correspondents at the scene said. Lebanon has been 
mired in an economic crisis for more than two years, 
since the market value of the local currency began to 
plummet and banks started to enforce draconian 
restrictions on foreign and local currency withdrawals. 

Lenders have also prevented transfers of money 
abroad. “Similar incidents keep happening. We need a 
radical solution,” George Al-Hajj, who heads Lebanon’s 
bank employees’ union, told AFP outside the bank. 
“Depositors want their money, and unfortunately their 
anger explodes in the face of bank employees because 
they cannot reach the management.” 

The local currency has lost more than 90 percent of 
its value since the onset of the crisis. Inflation is ram-
pant, electricity is scarce and, according to the United 
Nations, around 80 percent of Lebanese live in poverty. 
Many Lebanese blame the country’s political elite, 
wealthy and aged figures entrenched for decades. They 
cite corruption and also blame the banking sector for 
the country’s economic collapse. — AFP 
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Following the chaotic exit of US-led troops on Aug 

31 last year, Western threats to Taleban rule have also 
been crushed. 

Still, the recent assassination of Al-Qaeda chief 
Ayman Al-Zawahiri by a US drone strike on his hideout 
in Kabul shows how vulnerable Taleban leaders could 
be to a high-tech enemy. While the Panjshir Valley is 
what worries the Taleban the most, analyst Michael 
Kugelman of the Washington-based Wilson Center 
think tank believes serious resistance is a long way off. 

“If we start to see IS-K pick up its attacks and 
start carrying out more strikes... I think that the NRF 
could really benefit from that,” he told AFP. “If 
Afghans are seeing their families getting blown up by 
IS-K... that could, I think, deliver a major dent to the 
Taleban legitimacy and that could benefit the NRF, 
and give them a window.” 

Panjshir was the last province to fall to the Taleban 
in their lightning takeover of the country last year - 
holding out until Sept 6, three weeks after the capture 

of Kabul. An uneasy calm then enveloped the valley - 
around 80 km north of Kabul - until May, when the 
NRF emerged from the mountains to strike again. In 
response, the Taleban sent in more than 6,000 fighters 
in long columns of armored vehicles, striking fear into 
the hearts of residents. 

“Since the Taleban arrived in the valley, people are 
in panic, they can’t talk freely,” said Amir, speaking to 
AFP in hushed tones in the provincial capital as a 
patrol passed by. “The Taleban think that if youths are 
sitting together, then they must be planning something 
against them,” he added, asking not to be identified by 
his real name. 

In the 1980s, fighters led by Ahmad Shah Massoud 
- nicknamed the Lion of Panjshir - fought the Soviet 
forces from its rugged peaks of Panshjir. When the Red 
Army pulled out, Afghanistan descended into civil war 
and the Taleban seized control of the country. Panjshir 
held out, though Massoud was assassinated two days 
before the Sept 11, 2001 attacks on the United States. 

The NRF is led by his son Ahmad Masood, who like 
many NRF leaders is now in undisclosed exile. Taleban 
forces now firmly control the main road that cuts 
through the valley, with checkpoints everywhere. 
Thousands of people have fled the valley - once home 
to around 170,000 - and an atmosphere of fear pre-
vails, with residents speaking only if their real names 
were not revealed. —AFP 

Taleban stronger 
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