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CAIRO: Egyptians voiced outrage Monday over 
reports that firefighters and paramedics took over 
an hour to respond to a blaze that tore through a 
Coptic Christian church and killed 41 people. Grief 
has spread over Sunday’s fire among Copts, the 
Middle East’s largest Christian community, which 
makes up at least 10 million of Muslim-majority 
Egypt’s population of 103 million. 

But many other Egyptians have also voiced out-
rage over the disaster in the now scorched Abu Sifin 
church, located in the greater Cairo neighbourhood 
of Imbaba west of the Nile River. As debate flared 
on social media, one Twitter user charged that the 
reportedly slow response time “is not just negli-
gence, it’s complicity”. 

“My cousin’s children 
died,” video creator Moha 
El Harra said in a widely 
shared online livestream 
after Sunday’s blaze, 
which was blamed on an 
electrical fault. “I’m from 
the area. I know that the 
ambulance could have 
been there in three min-
utes. It took them an hour 
and a half. “All we want is 
justice-for the local ambulance authority, the fire 
services, civil defence. All of them need to be held 
to account.” 

 
Smoke inhalation  

Health Minister Khaled Abd el-Ghaffar had 
declared Sunday that “paramedics were informed of 
the fire at 8:57 am” and the first ambulance “arrived 
at the site at exactly 8:59 am”. But many challenged 

this, with eye-witnesses saying it took “an hour and 
a half” for emergency services to arrive. 

“No, the ambulance did not arrive within two 
minutes,” one local resident, Mina Masry, told AFP. 
“If the ambulance had come on time, they could 
have rescued people,” he added, stressing that 
many lives were lost to smoke inhalation, not burns. 

A statement from the public prosecutor’s office 
confirmed that asphyxiation caused all of the 41 
deaths as the corpses bore “no other visible injuries”. 
Another local witness, Sayed Tawfik, said that, as the 
inferno raged, some panicked people inside “threw 
themselves out of windows to escape the fire”. 

He pointed to a car parked on the street with a 
deep indentation which he 
said was “left by a person 
who is now lying in the 
hospital with a broken arm 
and back”. Residents said 
bystanders braved flames 
and smoke to save chil-
dren from the burning 
building. “Everyone was 
carrying kids out of the 
building,” said Ahmed 
Reda Baioumy, who lives 
next to the church. “But 

the fire was getting bigger and you could only go in 
once or you would asphyxiate.” 

 
Child victims  

Slow response times of emergency services are 
not unusual in Egypt, where neighbourhood resi-
dents routinely improvise rescue efforts, even within 
the megalopolis of Cairo. Smoke detectors and 
alarms and fire escapes are rare and in many areas, 

such as Imbaba, warrens of narrow roads make it 
hard for fire engines to reach disaster sites. 
Baioumy, the neighbour, told AFP that firefighters 
were hampered by the church’s location “on a very 
narrow street”. Egypt, with its informal residential 
areas and often dilapidated infrastructure, has suf-
fered several deadly fires in recent years. Most 
recently, a church went up in flames a week ago in 
the eastern Cairo district of Heliopolis, though no 
deaths or injuries were reported. — AFP 

“All we want  
is justice”

CAIRO, Egypt: Egyptian mourners react during the funeral of victims killed in Cairo Coptic church fire, at the 
church of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the Giza Governorate. —AFP

Anger flares at slow response  
to deadly Cairo church fire 

Asphyxiation caused all 41 deaths as corpses bore ‘no other visible injuries’ 

Islamic Jihad faces  
questions after  
Zionist strikes 

 
GAZA CITY: More than a week since Zionist air 
strikes smashed into a Gaza Strip highrise, local resi-
dent Said Bessia pointed to a hole punched through 
concrete where a missile killed an Islamic Jihad 
commander. 

“This is where he was sitting,” Bessia said, 
referring to Tayseer al-Jabari, who was meeting 
several top militants on the sixth floor of the 
Palestine Tower building. The August 5 strikes 
were among the first of a three-day bombardment 
of the densely populated Palestinian enclave which, 
even the militants acknowledged, dealt a blow to 
their leadership. 

It also exposed the deadly failure of some of the 
group’s rockets, and divisions between Islamic Jihad 
and another militant group, Gaza’s rulers Hamas. 
Zionist Prime Minister Yair Lapid said his country’s 
strikes “landed a devastating blow” that targeted the 
“entire senior military command” of the Iran-backed 
group in Gaza. 

One senior Islamic Jihad leader told AFP that the 
commanders killed were replaced “within minutes”, 
but Ahmed al-Mudallal, from the group’s political 
bureau, acknowledged the impact. “This round was 
difficult,” he told AFP. “We lost many major military 
leaders that were important to us.” Mudallal’s son 

Ziad — an Islamic Jihad officer — was killed along-
side senior commander Khaled Mansour in a strike 
in Gaza’s southern city of Rafah. 

Zionist entity said it launched aerial and artillery 
fire on Islamic Jihad positions as a “pre-emptive” 
operation to stop an imminent attack. In response, 
Islamic Jihad fired more than a thousand rockets — 
but many of those either hit farmland or were inter-
cepted by Zionist entity’s air defence system. 

In Gaza, according to the enclave’s health min-
istry, 49 Palestinians were killed, 17 of them children, 
and more than 350 wounded. In Zionist entity, 
shrapnel wounded three people. Zionist entity insists 
some of the deaths of civilians in Gaza were caused 
by militant rockets falling short or misfiring, includ-
ing in Jabalia camp where, it said, one errant militant 
missile was responsible for the death of at least four 
minors. Some residents agree. —AFP 

Zuma appeals  
ruling to send  
him back to jail 

 
JOHANNESBURG, South Africa: South 
Africa’s ex-leader Jacob Zuma on Monday 
asked a top court to overturn a ruling that 
ordered him back to jail to serve a sentence 
that had triggered protests and looting. 

Zuma, 80, was released on medical parole 
last September, just two months into a 15-
month term he was handed for snubbing anti-
corruption investigators. In December, the 
High Court reversed his release, describing the 
decision as “unlawful.” 

The Supreme Court of Appeal, sitting in the 
central city of Bloemfontein, on Monday start-
ed hearing Zuma’s bid for his medical parole to 
be restored. Attorney Maribolla Mphahlele, 
representing the prisons services, said a doc-
tor had established that Zuma suffered “from a 
terminal disease or a condition that is chronic 
and progressive.” The doctor recommended 
parole due to “incapacity,” as Zuma’s condition 
had “progressively deteriorated since 2018 
and (Zuma) is unable to perform the activities 
of daily living or self-care,” Mphahlele said, 
without giving details.  

While in prison, Zuma was taken to hospital 
for surgery to treat an undisclosed ailment. He 
did not physically appear in court on Monday. 
Zuma was jailed in July for 15 months for con-
tempt of court after he refused to give testi-
mony to a graft inquiry. 

His jailing sparked violent protests and 
looting in his home province of KwaZulu-
Natal that spread to the financial hub 
Johannesburg in July, claiming over 350 lives 
and dealing a crippling blow to South Africa’s 
economy. —AFP 

KAFR ‘AQAB, Palestinian Territories: Sister of Palestinian Mohammed al-Shaham, 21, killed during an Zionist 
entity home raid, carries her brother’s bloodied shirt as she mourns with his mother (2nd L) and other women 
at their family home in Kafr Aqab town, in Zionist-annexed east Jerusalem, on August 15, 2022. —AFP
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More than 30 years after its publication, the 

book and its author remain deeply inflammatory in 
Iran. Iranians at Tehran’s book market, when asked 
by AFP on Saturday to comment on the attack, did 
not openly condemn the stabbing, which has 
sparked outrage in the West. The ultraconservative 

Kayhan newspaper, whose director is appointed by 
current supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
greeted the attack. “Bravo to this courageous and 
duty-conscious man who attacked the apostate and 
depraved Salman Rushdie in New York,” it said. 

With the exception of reformist publication 
Etemad, Iranian media followed a similar line, also 
describing Rushdie as an “apostate”. One state-
owned paper in Iran said that the “neck of the dev-
il” had been “cut by a razor”. US Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken on Sunday condemned Iranian 
state media for having “gloated” about the attack, 
saying that “this is despicable”. — AFP 

Iran ‘categorically’ 
denies link with...
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turban speckled with the colors of the Indian 

flag, Modi also said India should crush the “ter-
mite” of corruption and nepotism, follow an 
“India First” mantra and ensure that “in speech 
and conduct , we do nothing that  lowers a 
woman’s dignity”. 

“Self-reliant India is the responsibility of every 
citizen, every government, every unit of society,” he 
said. The “Jewel in the Crown” of the British Empire 
became independent in 1947 after two centuries of 
colonial occupation and exploitation. With Britain 
in dire financial straits at the end of World War II - 
in which about 90,000 Indian soldiers died - the 
country was hurriedly split in two: Muslim-majority 
Pakistan and a mostly Hindu India. 

This precipitated one of the biggest-ever move-
ments of humanity as millions of people, uprooted 
from areas their families had inhabited for genera-
tions, rushed to be on the right side of the new 
border. It also unleashed a cataclysm of sectarian 
violence in which at least a million people were 
killed. Entire trains full of people were massacred 
and huge numbers of women were raped. 

More blood flowed and millions of others shift-

ed 24 years later when East Pakistan, backed by 
India with Soviet support, fought a war of inde-
pendence in 1971 to become Bangladesh. At 
Partition, the disputed region of Kashmir was also 
split  between India and Pakistan, with the 
Himalayan territory the spark for two of the 
nuclear-armed rivals’ three wars and numerous 
skirmishes since. 

India’s population has soared from around 340 
million to 1.4 billon today, and the country is pro-
jected to overtake China as the world’s most popu-
lous nation this decade. But while the economy is 
one of the world’s largest - and fastest-growing - 
millions remain mired in poverty and Modi’s gov-
ernment is struggling to create jobs for its boom-
ing population. 

Women are often marginalized and suffer high 
levels of sexual violence, while the often oppres-
sive and inescapable system of Hindu caste hierar-
chy still continues to apply in much of the country. 
India’s waterways and its cities are among the 
world’s most polluted and the country is the third-
biggest emitter of greenhouse gases, with its “net 
zero” target date 48 years from now. 

When it comes to religion, independent India’s 
founders strove to ensure that all Indians could prac-
tice their faith but that there was a clear separation 
between state and religion. But many, particularly 
among India’s about 200 million Muslims, fear that 
these ideals are under attack by Modi’s Hindu-
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), many of 
whose supporters espouse Hindu hegemony. — AFP
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airport, climbing atop aircraft - and some clinging 

to a departing US military cargo plane as it rolled 
down the runway - aired on news bulletins around the 
world. “We fulfilled the obligation of jihad and liberat-
ed our country,” said Niamatullah Hekmat, a fighter 
who entered the capital on Aug 15 last year just hours 
after then-president Ashraf Ghani fled the country. 
“The time when we entered Kabul, and when the 
Americans left, those were moments of joy.” 

Many Taleban fighters gathered in Kabul’s central 
Massoud Square, where they displayed the regime’s 
white banners and performed a traditional victory 
dance, some holding weapons and others taking pic-
tures on their mobile phones. “We all are happy that 
we are celebrating our independence in front of the US 
embassy,” fighter Aminullah Sufi Omar told AFP. 

However, for many ordinary Afghans - particularly 

women - the return of the Taleban has only increased 
hardships, with aid agencies saying that half the coun-
try’s 38 million people face extreme poverty. Initially, 
the Taleban promised a softer version of the harsh 
Islamist rule that characterized their first stint in power 
from 1996 to 2001. 

But many restrictions have been imposed on women 
to comply with the movement’s austere vision of Islam. 
Tens of thousands of girls have been shut out of sec-
ondary schools, while women have been barred from 
returning to many government jobs. And in May, they 
were ordered to fully cover up in public, including their 
faces, ideally with a burqa. 

“Since the day they have come, life has lost its 
meaning,” said Ogai Amail, a resident of Kabul. 
“Everything has been snatched from us, they have even 
entered our personal space,” she added. Top Taleban 
officials in Kabul gathered at the auditorium of the 
state television channel to mark the anniversary, while 
in the movement’s power base in Kandahar, a small 
group of women dressed in burqas and supportive of 
the new regime marched in the streets. 

Taleban fighters on Saturday dispersed a rare 
women’s rights rally by firing gunshots into the air and 
beating some protesters. — AFP 
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independence from Britain in 1963. After the results 

were announced, he vowed to work with “all leaders” 
in Kenya. “There is no room for vengeance,” Ruto said, 
adding: “I am acutely aware that our country is at a 
stage where we need all hands on deck.” 

The outcome was a bitter blow for Odinga, the 77-
year-old veteran opposition leader who had the weight 
of the ruling party behind him after forging a 2018 pact 
with outgoing President Uhuru Kenyatta in a stunning 
shift of allegiances. The days-long wait for the out-
come of the race had already set the East African 
nation on edge. 

But in a shock announcement, IEBC vice chair 
Juliana Cherera told reporters that she and three of her 

colleagues could not “take ownership of the result that 
will be announced,” calling the process “opaque”. 
“However we have an open door that people can go to 
court and because of the same we urge Kenyans to be 
peaceful because the rule of the law is going to pre-
vail,” she added. 

As confusion reigned, scuffles broke out at the 
IEBC’s heavily guarded national tallying center in 
Nairobi, where some people were seen throwing chairs 
shortly before Chebukati’s announcement. Although 
last Tuesday’s poll passed off largely peacefully in the 
regional political and economic powerhouse, memories 
of vote-rigging and deadly violence in 2007-08 and 
2017 still loom large. The IEBC had been under intense 
pressure to deliver a clean election after it faced sting-
ing criticism of its handling of the 2017 election. 

Kenyans voted in six elections to choose a new 
president as well as senators, governors, lawmakers, 
women representatives and some 1,500 county offi-
cials. Kenyatta, the 60-year-old son of the first post-
independence president, has served two terms and 
could not run again. — AFP 

Ruto declared 
president amid...


