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COLMAR, France: Children cool off in a fountain in Colmar, eastern France. The heat wave that arrived from Spain is starting in the south of the country with temperatures often exceeding 30ºC in most regions. — AFP

PARIS, France: French officials warned Thursday 
that a record pre-summer heatwave was spreading 
north from Spain, where authorities were fighting 
several forest fires as the country sizzles under a 
sixth day of sweltering temperatures. The Meteo 
France weather service said it was the earliest hot 
spell to hit the country since at least 2005, worsen-
ing a drought caused by an unusually dry winter 
and spring and raising the risk of forest fires. 

Spain, which had already seen its hottest month 
of May since the beginning of this century, was 
sweating under temperatures forecast as high as 43 
degrees Celsius (109 Fahrenheit) and no relief is 
expected before Sunday, the Aemet weather service 
said. At least three blazes had erupted in Catalonia, 
including one near Baldomar, around 140 kilometres 
northeast of Barcelona, that had already burned 
500 hectares but could grow to 20,000 hectares 
before it is contained, the regional government said. 

No evacuations have yet been ordered but peo-
ple are being urged to remain in their homes. In 
neighbouring Portugal, last month was the hottest 

May since 1931, with most scientists attributing the 
early season heat to global warming caused by 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

The heat crossed the Pyrenees into southern 
France on Tuesday and was set to hit most of the 
country by Saturday, when thermometers could 

reach 38 Celsius in Paris. Authorities have already 
warned of increased wildfire risks in forests sur-
rounding the capital, and Paris and other areas have 

issued alerts over ozone pollution, which occurs 
when intense sunlight transforms carbon emissions 
into smog. 

“I’m 86 years old, I was born here, but I think 
this is the worst heat wave I’ve ever seen,” 
Jacqueline Bonnaud told AFP at a shaded park in 
the southern city of Toulouse.  

 
Electricity, rail hit  

A surge in the use of air-conditioners and fans 
was forcing France to import electricity from neigh-
bouring countries, grid operator RTE said Thursday, 
since many of the country’s nuclear reactors are 
offline to evaluate potential corrosion risks or for 
maintenance. The intense heat is also lowering river 
levels, meaning some nuclear plants must reduce 
output because water used for cooling reactors is 
too hot to be returned to waterways without endan-
gering plants and wildlife. 

Spain, Italy and other countries have recently 
limited the use of air-conditioners to save energy, 
and French Energy Minister Agnes Pannier-

Runacher told France 2 television that she was con-
sidering the same. 

Meteo France issued heatwave alerts covering 
half the country in the south and west Thursday and 
said more departments would be impacted in the 
coming days. “Saturday will be the peak, with tem-
peratures of 35 to 39 degrees across most of the 
country,” said Tristan Amm, a forecaster at the 
agency. 

Schools have stocked up on water and several 
have moved end-of-year exams to north-facing 
rooms, while some departments in the south have 
said classes will be cancelled on Friday afternoon. 
Cities such as Bordeaux have also installed misting 
devices on the hottest squares and streets. 

Rail operator SNCF has warned of potential 
delays as trains are forced to slow because the heat 
has deformed tracks or damaged electrical equip-
ment. “Our infrastructure suffers” in the heat, said 
SNCF regional director Thierry Rose, noting that 
track-level temperatures in Bordeaux had hit 52 
Celsius (126 Fahrenheit) on Wednesday. — AFP
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Hottest month of May as Spain battles forest fires
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BEIRUT: A UN-backed court sentenced two 
Hezbollah members in their absence to life 
imprisonment on Thursday for a huge Beirut 
bombing in 2005 that killed Lebanon’s ex-pre-
mier Rafic Hariri. Habib Merhi and Hussein 
Oneissi were found guilty on appeal in March 
by the Dutch-based Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon (STL) over the attack, which killed 21 
other people and injured 226. 

The court found Merhi and Oneissi distrib-
uted a video in which a fictitious group claimed 
responsibility for the attack, in a bid to protect 
the “real perpetrators” from a covert network in 
the Lebanese Shiite militia Hezbollah. But the 
pair are unlikely to ever spend time behind bars 
as Hezbollah has refused to hand them over, as it 
has refused to surrender a third man, Salim 
Ayyash, who was sentenced to life imprison-
ment in 2020. 

Presiding judge Ivana Hrdlickova said both 
Merhi and Oneissi were aware that Hariri would 
be killed in the attack, adding that the sentences 
reflected the “evil nature of terrorism”. “The 
appeals chamber therefore unanimously decides 
to sentence Mr Merhi and Mr Oneissi to life 
imprisonment, the heaviest sentence under the 
statute and the rules for each of the five counts 
on which they were convicted,” she said. 

The men were found guilty of conspiracy to 
commit a terrorist act, and of being accomplices 
to commit a terrorist act, accomplices in the 
intentional homicide of Hariri and of the 21 other 
people, and accomplices in the attempted homi-
cide of the 226 injured. The attack on Sunni bil-
lionaire Hariri, who had stepped down as 
Lebanon’s prime minister in October 2004, trig-
gered protests that drove Syria out of Lebanon 
after a 29-year military deployment. — AFP 

Hariri killers  
sentenced to  
life imprisonment PATNA:  Angry mobs in India set fire to several 

trains and clashed with police on Thursday during ral-
lies against a new short-term military recruitment 
scheme. This week the government announced a tem-
porary recruitment plan to induct young adults into 
the armed forces for four years-a major break from 
the past as non-commissioned ranks are seen as life-
time jobs. 

The new recruits will miss out on entitlements 
enjoyed by existing personnel, including govern-
ment pensions, unless they are retained after the 
four-year programme. Police in the eastern state of 
Bihar fired tear gas to disperse unruly crowds who 
set four train carriages alight and tried to storm 
government buildings. 

The protests were “initially peaceful but turned 
violent at a few places”, a senior officer in the state 
capital Patna told AFP. Riot police “acted carefully to 
avoid opening fire at the protesters. There have been 
no casualties or serious injuries so far,” he added. 

Authorities cancelled nearly two dozen passenger 
train services and deployed additional police to rail-
way stations in an effort to prevent further destruction. 
Bihar has some of India’s highest unemployment and 

poverty rates and has earned a reputation as a state 
left behind by the country’s runaway economic growth 
of the past few decades. 

In January crowds of angry job applicants in Bihar 
set fire to train carriages, blocked railway tracks and 
burned effigies of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. 
They had claimed that entrance exams for the govern-
ment-run rail sector were being conducted unfairly. 

Unemployment has long been a millstone around 
the Indian economy’s neck, with joblessness figures at 
their worst since the 1970s even before the COVID-19 
pandemic wreaked havoc on local commerce. Modi’s 
government pitched the new military recruitment plan 
as a pathway to modernise the armed forces with a 
younger and leaner soldier corps while also creating 
hundreds of thousands of new jobs. — AFP 
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ROME: A tetraplegic Italian committed medically 
assisted suicide Thursday, campaigners said, after 
winning approval from an ethics committee in the first 
case of its kind in Italy. Federico Carboni, 44, from 
Senigallia in the Marche region, “died this morning at 
11:05 am... after self-administering the lethal drug 
through a special machine”, the Luca Coscioni 
Association that helped with his case announced. 

Helping someone take their own life is technically 
illegal in Italy, punishable with between five and 12 
years behind bars. But the Constitutional Court ruled 
in 2019 that it was not always a crime to help someone 
in “intolerable” suffering, who is capable of making 
their own decision. 

Until his death, Carboni had been known to the 
public as “Mario”, a truck driver who had been receiv-
ing 24-hour care since an accident fractured his spine 
and left him completely immobilised 10 years ago. 

“I do not deny that I am sorry to take leave of life, I 
would not be true to myself, and a liar, if I said other-
wise, because life is great and we only have one,” he 
was quoted as saying before he died. “But unfortu-
nately, that’s how it is.” — AFP 

PARIS: France’s left-wing forces and allies of centrist 
President Emmanuel Macron exchanged bitter accusa-
tions Thursday ahead of the final round of tightly-con-
tested parliamentary elections, where the French 
leader risks losing his overall majority. Losing a majori-
ty in the 577-seat National Assembly lower house in 
Sunday’s vote could be a heavy blow to Macron’s 
hopes of reform, just two months after he triumphed 
against far-right leader Marine Le Pen in presidential 
elections. 

Macron has endured a tricky start to his second 
term-against a background of rising prices and 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine-while the French left has 
finally united its disparate forces into a coalition. 

The final campaigning is taking place with Macron 
out of the country as he visits Ukraine at the end of a 
three-day trip that has seen him travel to Romania and 
Moldova. The first round on June 12 painted an incon-
clusive picture, with Macron’s centrist Ensemble 
(Together) coalition and the left-wing Nupes alliance 
led by hard-leftist Jean-Luc Melenchon neck-and-
neck on around 26 percent of the popular vote each. 

Just five MPs-four from Nupes and one from 
Ensemble-were elected outright in the first round, 
leaving all to play for in Sunday’s final stage of voting. 
Polls project a range between either a slim majority for 
Ensemble or falling short by several dozen seats of the 

289 MPs needed for an overall majority. 
The nightmare outcome for Macron-seen as unlike-

ly but not totally excluded-would be a majority for 
Nupes that would see Melenchon become prime min-
ister in an uncomfortable “cohabitation”. 

Prime Minister Elisabeth Borne told French televi-
sion late Wednesday in a prime-time interview that the 
“seriousness” of the international situation meant it 
was vital to hold a “strong majority in the National 
Assembly to continue to hold our place in Europe and 
in the world”. — AFP 

Macron allies trade 
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HAYANGE, France: France’s far-right Rassemblement 
National (RN) leader and parliamentary candidate 
Marine Le Pen (C), flanked by RN mayor of Hayange 
Fabien Engelmann (L), leaves the townhall during a 
campaign visit to support RN’s regional councellor 
and candidate Laurent Jacobelli (R). — AFP
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