Algeria Enters Period of Mourning after Wildfires Kill 65
by Sammy Westfall, with Kasha Patel and Jason Samenow
Aug. 11, 2021 – Devastating wildfires ripped through the mountains of Algeria, killing at least 65 people as of Wednesday, including 28 soldiers working to put out the flames.
President Abdelmadjid Tebboune announced that the country would enter a 3-day mourning period starting Thursday, with the suspension of government activity other than actions of solidarity.
Dozens of fires developed starting Monday in the Kabylie region, east of the capital.  The army was deployed to battle the blazes and help evacuate residential areas.
With homes burning around them, families rushed to escape through blinding smoke.  In desperation, some residents tried to extinguish nearby fires by smothering them with tree branches and spraying water on them, armed only with plastic buckets.  The flames continued to spread.  “We had a horror night,” Mohamed Kaci, who fled alongside his family to a hotel from the village of Azazga, told Reuters.  “My house is completely burnt.”
The health consequences of the wildfires — including those for 12 soldiers critically injured with burns — pushed against the limits of an already bursting health-care system.  Over the past month, average daily new coronavirus cases in Algeria jumped from around 400 a day in early July to over 1,500, fueled by the delta variant.  “We are practicing medicine in near war-like conditions,” one nurse told the Africa Report on July 29.  Oxygen is in short supply.
This week’s fatal wildfires add Algeria to a growing list of countries marred by destructive blazes, amid heat and drought linked to climate change across a swath of the globe this summer.  Parts of Lebanon, Russia, Greece and Turkey have gone up in flames.  The western United States and Canada have also been plagued by wildfires.
The Mediterranean region has experienced soaring temperatures in the past week, contributing to Greece and Turkey’s flare-ups.  Tunisia recorded sweltering 120° weather on Tuesday, according to the country’s Meteorological Institute.
A weather station in Sicily recorded a temperature of 119.8° on Wednesday.  That would establish a new European heat record if verified by the World Meteorological Organization.  The previous verified European record of 118.4° was established in Greece on July 10, 1977.
Jürgen Scheffran, a professor of integrative geography at the University of Hamburg, told the Washington Post that Algeria’s fires, and the extreme weather making fires more likely, come as no surprise.  Climate science has long projected the increase in the likelihood of events such as floods, heat waves, and droughts because of climate change and greenhouse gas emissions, he said.
“North Africa is considered a climate change hot spot,” his research team wrote in a 2020 paper.  They found that strong population growth and climate change, combined, would further aggravate the region’s scarce water supply — and could serve as a driver of social instability.
President Tebboune offered his condolences to the families of the soldiers on Twitter: “We bow in reverence before the souls of the righteous sons of the nation....  It is with great sadness that I have learned of the martyrdom of 25 soldiers after they were successful in rescuing around 100 citizens from the flames in the mountains of Bejaia and Tizi Ouzou,” the President wrote.
Interior Minister Kamel Beldjoud accused arsonists of the fire outbreak, though he did not provide more details on the allegation.  “Only criminal hands can be behind the simultaneous outbreak of about 50 fires across several localities,” he said, according to Reuters.
Beldjoud also vowed to compensate people affected by the fires.
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