
Hong Kong’s deadliest blaze in decades kills at least 128, dozens missing

• Nearly 200 people 
still missing

• Alarms in buildings 
malfunctioned

AFP | Hong Kong

The death toll from Hong 
Kong’s worst blaze in dec-

ades rose to 128 yesterday, with 
dozens still missing, as authori-
ties said fire alarms in the resi-
dential estate buildings had been 
malfunctioning.

Families scoured hospitals and 
victim identification stations 
hoping to find their loved ones, 
with around 200 people still list-
ed as missing and 89 bodies as yet 
unidentified.

Flames moved quickly through 
the Wang Fuk Court housing es-
tate in Tai Po district on Wednes-
day afternoon, spreading through 
seven of the eight high-rises and 
transforming the densely packed 
complex into an inferno.

The blaze was “largely extin-
guished” by yesterday morning 
after burning for more than 40 
hours, the fire services said, an-
nouncing they had finished their 
search of over 1,800 flats for sur-
vivors.

Authorities are investigating 
what sparked the fire, including 
examining the bamboo scaffold-

ing and netting wrapped around 
the complex as part of a major 
renovation.

The Hong Kong government 
said yesterday it appeared the fire 
had started in protective netting 
on the lower floors of one of the 
towers and that foam boards and 
bamboo scaffolding had contrib-
uted to its spread.

Fire services chief Andy Yeung 
said earlier they had discovered 
that alarm systems in all eight 
blocks “were malfunctioning”.

“We will take enforcement 
actions against the contractors 
responsible,” Yeung told a press 
conference.

Residents had recounted hav-

ing to run door-to-door to alert 
neighbours to the danger.

At the charred apartment 
blocks yesterday morning, work-
ers brought out bodies in black 
bags, with an AFP reporter count-
ing four in one 15-minute period.

Vehicles unloaded corpses at 
a mortuary in nearby Sha Tin, 
another reporter saw, with fam-
ilies arriving in the afternoon for 
identification.

At one hospital in Sha Tin, a 
woman surnamed Wong was 
looking for her sister-in-law and 
her sister-in-law’s twin, with no 
luck.

“We still cannot find them. So 
we are going to different hos-
pitals to ask if they have good 
news,” the 38-year-old told AFP 
in tears.

“We were already waiting at 
the Prince of Wales Hospital on 
the first day but there was no 
news. We also came here yes-
terday.”

The last contact anyone had 
with the twins was on Wednes-
day afternoon, said Wong, around 
the time the fire was reported.

Death toll in Southeast 
Asia floods tops 300
Rescuers struggle to reach isolated areas as the death toll continues to climb

• Over 300 killed 
in Indonesia, 
Thailand, Malaysia

• Monsoon rains, 
tropical storm drive 
severe flooding

• Rescuers struggle to 
reach isolated areas

AFP | Medan

Days of devastating flood-
ing across Southeast Asia 
have killed more than 

300 people in Indonesia, Thai-
land and Malaysia, authorities 
said yesterday.

Heavy monsoon season rains 
paired with a tropical storm sys-
tem inundated areas across the 
three countries, stranding resi-
dents on rooftops and cutting off 
entire communities.

Authorities in Indonesia were 
struggling to reach the worst-af-
fected areas on Sumatra island, 
while authorities at a southern 
Thailand hospital brought in re-
frigerated trucks to store bodies 
after the morgue exceeded ca-
pacity.

In Indonesia’s West Sumatra 
province, 53-year-old Misnia-
ti described a terrifying battle 
against rising floodwaters to 
reach her husband at home.

She said that, returning from 
early morning prayers at a 
mosque, “I noticed the street 
was flooded.”

“I tried to run back to my 
house to tell my husband, and 
the water was already reaching 
my waist,” she said, adding that 

it was up to her chest by the time 
she reached home.

“We didn’t sleep at all last 
night, we just monitored the 
water,” said Misniati, who only 
uses one name.

Officials on Sumatra said 
flooding and landslides this week 
had killed at least 174 people, 
with nearly 80 more missing.

National Disaster Mitigation 
Agency (BNPB) chief Suharyanto 
said the toll could grow as rescu-
ers reach isolated areas.

“There are locations that still 
cannot be reached... where it is 
indicated that there may be hu-
man victims in those areas that 
are unreachable,” Suharyanto 
said.

North Sumatra police spokes-
man Ferry Walintukan said au-

thorities were focused on “evac-
uation and providing assistance”, 

although access to some areas 
and communication was still cut.

“Hopefully, the weather will 
clear up so we can move the hel-
icopter to the (worst-hit) loca-
tions,” he said.

In Aceh province in Sumatra’s 
north, receding water left behind 
cars buried in mud almost up to 
their windows. An AFP journal-
ist saw a truck carrying timber 
abandoned in the mud, with no 
sign of the driver.

More rain is forecast for much 
of Sumatra island, although the 
intensity was expected to ease, 
officials said.

Among the hardest-hit areas in 
the region is southern Thailand, 
where residents of Hat Yai were 
left clinging to rooftops awaiting 
rescue by boat.

A hospital in southern 
Thailand had to bring 
in refrigerated trucks 
to store bodies after 
its morgue exceeded 
capacity due to the 

high number of flood 
victims

KNOW WHAT

NASA rover records first 
evidence of lightning on Mars

AFP | Paris

A NASA rover has record-
ed evidence of lightning 

on Mars for the first time, its 
microphone picking up the 
sounds of tiny “zaps” whipped 
up by the dust storms con-
stantly sweeping across the 
planet.

Scientists have long debated 
whether electrical discharges 
could be sparking in the dusty 
and little-known Martian cli-
mate -- but proof has been 
hard to come by.

It turns out that NASA’s Per-
severance rover, which has 
been roaming the red planet 
since 2021, was inadvertently 
recording the sounds of light-
ning, according to a study pub-
lished in Nature this week.

These are far from the thun-
dering, kilometre-long light-
ning bolts we see on Earth.

Instead, they are “little zaps” 
similar to “what you might feel 
in dry weather when you touch 
your car door and there’s a bit 
of static electricity,” lead au-
thor Baptiste Chide of France’s 
CNRS research centre told AFP.

While low in energy, these 
discharges are happening 
“absolutely all the time -- and 

everywhere” on Mars, the 
planetary scientist said.

The process starts when tiny 
grains of dust rub against each 
other. They become charged 
with electrons and release this 
energy in electrical arcs a few 
centimetres (inches) -- or even 
millimetres -- long, sending off 
an audible shock wave.

Here on Earth, dust storms 
and dust devils in desert areas 
also create electrical fields. 
But they rarely build up into 
electrical discharges.

However on Mars, “because 
of the very low pressure and 
the composition of the atmos-
phere, the amount of charge 
that needs to accumulate to 
generate a discharge is much 
smaller,” Chide explained.

This phenomenon has been 
theorised since Mars first 
started to be explored -- and 
has been reproduced in the 
laboratory.

Chide said it had been “such 
an important issue for Martian 
science” that an instrument on 
the European Space Agency’s 
Schiaparelli lander was dedi-
cated to searching for it.

Unfortunately the space-
craft crashed while trying to 
land on Mars in 2016.

TREASURE THE LOVE YOU RECEIVE 
ABOVE ALL. IT WILL SURVIVE LONG 
AFTER YOUR GOOD HEALTH HAS 
VANISHED
OG MANDINO
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AI can transform Eu-
rope’s productivity—

but only if decisive action 
is taken. Read in our latest 
blog how deepening the 
single market, investing 
in innovation, and keep-
ing regulation flexible are 
essential to unlock AI’s 
potential

@KGeorgieva

Author-signed books 
are one of the most af-

fordable gifts you can give 
a friend or loved one. The 
American Museum of Nat-
ural History shop stocks a 
dozen of my books, pre-
signed. You’ll pay near-list 
or a Black-Friday price, 
but proceeds go to the 
Museum.

@neiltyson

The Digital Progress 
and Trends Report 

2025 is now live.  It spot-
lights our Four Cs frame-
work: Connectivity, Com-
pute, Context, & Compe-
tency. These foundations 
help countries adopt, 
adapt, and innovate with 
AI.

@Axel_vanT

1.1 billion people live in 
multidimensional pov-

erty. Ending poverty is 
not charity — it is justice, 
dignity, human rights and 
an investment in peace. 
Let’s act to #endpoverty 
and keep the promise of 
the SDGs.

@AminaJMohammed
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News in brief 
 u Israeli forces killed 13 people 
yesterday in an operation in southern 
Syria, the deadliest since Bashar 

al-Assad’s fall from power nearly a 
year ago, which they said was targeting 
an Islamist group. Since an Islamist 
coalition overthrew longtime ruler Assad in 
December of last year, Israel has conducted 
hundreds of strikes on Syria’s military 
arsenal as well as incursions into the 
country. The Israeli army said an exchange 
of fire in the operation to detain militants 

in the Syrian village of Beit Jin left six Israeli soldiers wounded, with three of them 
in a serious condition.

 u Russian President Vladimir 
Putin will make a state visit to 
India on December 4 and 5 at the 
invitation of Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, the Kremlin said yesterday. The 
two leaders will sign trade deals, “discuss 
all aspects” of Russian-Indian ties and also 
touch on regional and international issues, 
it said in a statement.

 u The International 
Criminal Court yesterday 
rejected a request by 

former Philippines president Rodrigo 
Duterte to be released from detention 
ahead of his trial on crimes against 
humanity during his war on drugs. Presiding 
judge Luz del Carmen Ibanez Carranza told a 
hearing that lawyers for the 80-year-old had not 
laid out strong enough precautions to warrant a 
temporary release from custody in The Hague, 

where the court is based. Duterte’s lawyers, appealing against an earlier refusal, 
had called for a “humanitarian” parole because of the state of his health..

Israeli forces kill 13 in 
southern Syria operation

ICC rejects release for 
Philippines ex-president Duterte

Putin to visit India on 
December 4-5: Kremlin

An image  by Mars Perseverance rover using its onboard Right Navigation 
Camera (Navcam)

Authorities say the 
fire likely ignited on 

bamboo scaffolding’s 
protective netting, 
rapidly spreading 

through seven 
towers in less than 15 

minutes, overwhelming 
emergency systems 
and trapping many 

residents

KNOW WHAT

1877 1929 1935 1951
US inventor Thomas 
Edison demonstrates his 
hand-cranked phonograph 
for the first time

Richard E. Byrd 
makes his first 
flight over the 
South Pole

Physicist Erwin Schrödinger publishes his famous 
thought experiment “Schrödinger’s cat”, a paradox 
that illustrates the problem of the Copenhagen 
interpretation of quantum mechanics

First underground 
atomic explosion 
at Frenchman Flat 
in Nevada

C U R I O S E R  &  C U R I O S E R

Trump says to suspend ‘third 
world’ migration after troop killed
President threatens to reverse “millions” of admissions following deadly attack in Washington

• Announcement 
follows deadly 
shooting of National 
Guard soldiers

• Suspected gunman 
is an Afghan national 
granted US asylum

• FBI opens 
international terrorism 
investigation

AFP | Washington

US  P r e s i d e n t  D o n a l d 
Trump said on Thursday 
he would suspend migra-

tion from what he called “third 
world countries”, a day after an 
Afghan national allegedly shot 
two National Guard soldiers in 
Washington, killing one.

His social media post, which 
also threatened to reverse “mil-
lions” of admissions granted un-
der his predecessor Joe Biden, 
marked a new escalation in the 
anti-migration stance.

Trump said earlier that Sarah 
Beckstrom, a 20-year-old West 
Virginia National Guard member 
deployed in Washington as part 
of his crackdown on crime, had 
died from her wounds.

The FBI has launched an in-
ternational terror investigation 
as new details emerged about 
the alleged gunman, a 29-year-
old Afghan national who was a 
member of the “Zero Units” -- 
a CIA-backed counterterrorism 
group, according to multiple US 
media reports.

The shooting on Wednesday, 
which officials described as 
an “ambush-style” attack, has 

brought together three politi-
cally explosive  issues: Trump’s 
controversial use of the military 
at home, immigration, and the 
legacy of the US war in Afghan-
istan.

“I will permanently pause 
migration from all Third World 
Countries to allow the U.S. sys-
tem to fully recover,” Trump 
wrote on social media.

He linked the shooting and 
his decision to send hundreds of 
National Guard troops to the city.

“If they weren’t effective, you 
probably wouldn’t have had 
this done,” Trump said. “Maybe 
this man was upset because he 
couldn’t practice crime.”

Joseph Edlow, Trump’s direc-
tor of US Citizenship and Immi-
gration Services, said on Thurs-
day he had ordered a “full-scale, 

rigorous reexamination of every 
Green Card for every alien from 
every country of concern.”

His agency later pointed to a 
list of 19 countries -- including 
Afghanistan, Cuba, Haiti, Iran 
and Myanmar -- facing US travel 
restrictions under a previous or-
der from Trump in June.

More than 1.6 million US green 

card holders, roughly 12 percent 
of the total permanent resident 
population, were born in the 
countries listed, according to the 
latest immigration data availa-
ble on the agency’s “Eligible to 
Naturalize Dashboard” analyzed 
by AFP.

Cuba accounts for the larg-
est share, with about 560,000 
green card holders, followed by 
Haiti (235,000) and Venezuela 
(153,000).

Afghanistan, which has over 
116,000 green card holders, is 
also affected by a total halt of 
immigration application process-
ing, ordered by the Trump ad-
ministration after the shooting.

 ‘Brazen, targeted’ attack 
The other soldier wounded 

in Wednesday’s attack, 24-year-

old Andrew Wolfe, was “fighting 
for his life”, Trump said. The 
suspected shooter was also in 
serious condition.

The US attorney for Washing-
ton DC, Jeanine Pirro, said the 
suspected assailant, identified 
as Rahmanullah Lakanwal, had 
been living in the western state 
of Washington and had driven 
across the country to the capital.

In what she called a “brazen 
and targeted” attack, Pirro said 
the gunman opened fire with a 
.357 Smith and Wesson revolv-
er on a group of guardsmen on 
patrol just a few blocks from the 
White House.

Officials said they still had no 
clear understanding of the mo-
tive behind the shooting.

CIA director John Ratcliffe said 
the suspect had been part of a 
CIA-backed “partner force” fight-
ing the Taliban in Afghanistan, 
and had been brought to the US 
as part of a program to evacuate 
Afghans who had worked with 
the agency.

If they (National 
Guard troops) weren’t 

effective, you probably 
wouldn’t have had this 
done. Maybe this man 
was upset because he 

couldn’t practice crime
DONALD TRUMP

The suspected 
gunman, an Afghan 

national, had 
previously served with 
a CIA-backed force in 
Afghanistan and was 

granted asylum in 
the US in April 2025 

under the Trump 
administration

KNOW WHAT

A woman takes a photo of a flooded mosque in Kangar in northern Malaysia’s Perlis state

A police officer secures the area as law-enforcement officials visit the crime scene of a shooting in downtown Washington

Sri Lanka deploys troops as floodwaters rise, death toll hits 69
AFP | Colombo

Sri Lankan troops were racing 
to rescue hundreds of people 

marooned by rising floodwaters 
on Friday as weather-related 
deaths rose to 69, with another 
34 people declared missing.

Helicopters and navy boats 
carried out multiple rescue op-
erations, plucking residents from 
tree tops, roofs and villages cut 
off by floodwaters.

The Disaster Management 
Centre (DMC) said the toll had 
climbed with the recovery of 
more bodies in the worst affect-
ed central region, where most 
victims had been buried alive as 
mudslides hit this week.

Rain was falling across the is-
land with some regions receiving 
360 millimetres in the past 24 
hours, the DMC said.

The Kelani River, which flows 
into the Indian Ocean near the 
capital Colombo, breached its 
banks on Friday.

V. S. A. Ratnayake, 56, said he 
had to leave his flooded home in 
Kaduwela, just outside Colombo.

“I think this could be the worst 
flood in our area for three dec-
ades,” Ratnayake told AFP. “I 
remember a flood in the 1990s 
when my house was under seven 
feet of water.”

Another Kaduwela resident, 

Kalyani, 48, who uses only one 
name, said she was sheltering 
two families whose homes were 
flooded.

At least 3,000 homes were 
damaged in mudslides and 
floods, and over 18,000 people 

had been moved to temporary 
shelters.

In Anuradhapura district in 
the north, an Air Force Bell 212 
helicopter airlifted a man who 
had climbed a coconut tree to 
escape rising waters.

The DMC said more rain was 
forecast, with Cyclone Ditwah 
likely to move away from the 
north towards the south Indian 
state of Tamil Nadu by Sunday.

 ‘Nowhere to go’ 
Indian Prime Minister Naren-

dra Modi expressed his condo-
lences over the loss of life in Sri 
Lanka and said New Delhi was 
rushing aid.

“We stand ready to provide 
more aid and assistance as the 
situation evolves,” Modi said on 
X.

DMC officials said they expect-
ed flood levels to be worse than 
in 2016, when 71 people were 
killed nationwide.

The Sirasa TV network broad-
cast an appeal for help from a 
desperate woman.

People move through a flooded road after heavy rainfall in Kaduwela on the 
outskirts of Colombo

A general view shows the aftermath of a major fire that swept through several 
apartment blocks at the Wang Fuk Court residential estate in Hong Kong


