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ARMOURY EXPLOSION

     More than 100 dead

     Danger continues, including Nacala

     Noticias challenges government, 

                  but who will bell the cat?

     UN mission reports, but refused access
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The UNDP explosion report is on: http://www.open.ac.uk/technology/mozambique
The explosion site can be seen on http://maps.google.com/maps?ie=UTF8&oe=UTF-8&hl=en&q=&t=k&om=1&z=17&ll=-25.858992,32.584344&spn=0.004325,0.007092
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ARSENAL EXPLOSION

     Danger remains

     Rockets flew over 10 km

The official death toll has risen to 101, with more than 500 injured, in the explosion at the ammunition storage facility at Malhuzine, Maputo, on Thursday 22 March 2007. UNDP says 104 died and Canal de Moçambique Tuesday estimated the death toll at 117.
The explosion threw thousands of rockets and shells out of the armoury. Noticias reports that more than 3000 large shells and rockets have been collected, but Ministry of Defence staff estimate this is only 70% of the total. Many remain lodged in houses and other buildings; yesterday in Albazine 15 mortar shells were found in one house, Noticias said this morning. MediaFax reports 15 schools damaged, three seriously. Hundeds of houses have been damaged or destroyed.

UNDP reports that 240mm BM 24 Rockets were found more than 10 km from the arsenal. The BM 24 was a Soviet system of a dozen rocket launchers mounted on the back of a lorry. Known colloquially as the “Stalin Organ”, it has a range of 10 km.
This was the third explosion at Malhuzine. There was one in 1985 which killed 13 people and one in January this year. There were similar explosions in Beira on 30 October 2002 and 23 November 2006 which killed 11 people. 
The Maputo, Beira and Nacala ammunition storage facilities date back to the Portuguese colonial era and contain Portuguese, Soviet and other munitions. Hundreds of tonnes of these are old and unstable. The Nacala dump may be as large as Malhuzine, and one observer called it ‘a tragedy waiting to happen’. 
A close look at Malhuzine on Google maps

http://maps.google.com/maps?ie=UTF8&oe=UTF-8&hl=en&q=&t=k&om=1&z=17&ll=-25.858992,32.584344&spn=0.004325,0.007092
shows that there are 7 remaining ammunition stores within the compound, and two, at the right (Eastern) end of the picture which have clearly blown up (January and March??). (Thanks to Marcelo Mosse for this.)
After the 1985 explosion, it was recommended that the arms store be moved out of Maputo. Nothing was done. After the 2002 Beira explosion, Russia offered equipment and technicians to disarm and dismantle munitions, but the offer was never taken up.
GOVERNMENT DAILY

DEMANDS SOMEONE

BE HELD RESPONSIBLE

Increasingly, people in Maputo are demanding that someone take the blame for failing to do anything about the ammunition stores. The government owned daily Noticias today (Thursday) takes a strong stand, saying that for more than 20 years there have been railway accidents and arsenal explosions, two killing more than a hundred people, and which were caused by the spirit of “deixa andar” – don’t bother, let it be. Yet nothing was ever done to those responsible.

The newspaper goes on: “for a long time our leaders were ‘blind’ or stayed with the ‘deixa-andar’ spirit about the arsenals in Maputo and Beira, in the face of obvious problems.” Noticias does not say so explicitly, but this is a direct challenge to the government of Armando Guebuza, who campaigned in 2004 against what he called “the spirit of deixa-andar”. The explosion, Noticias says, shows that some in the new government continue with deixa-andar. 

A commission of investigation has been appointed. Noticias points to the poor record of past commissions. It says this commission must not be another bad example, and instead it must identify those responsible for their acts or their spirit of deixa-andar.
But this may be politically very sensitive. The military itself is a shell and no longer a serious political or armed force. But its leaders still have standing. Defence Minister Tobias Dai is the brother of President Guebuza’s wife, and in fact, has no day to day control over the armed forces. The real responsibility probably rests with Lagos Lidimo, chief of general staff. But he was previously head of military intelligence. His knowledge of the secrets of the top leadership means that many consider him to be one of the “untouchables”.
“In fact, someone must be held responsible for this incident,” wrote Eliseu Bento on the editorial page of Noticias yesterday. But he went on to ask: “Who will bell the cat?”

UNDP REPORT COMPLETED TUESDAY; 

TEAM BANNED

FROM EXPLOSION SITE

On Wednesday UNDP did a “‘Quick Look’ Technical Summary” on the arsenal explosion, with the findings from an assessment visit (24 - 27 March 2007). 
This is posted on
http://www.open.ac.uk/technology/mozambique/
The Ministry of Defence (MoD) “would not permit access to the explosion site despite numerous official requests”, according to the report, so the team did its report from a distance.
The report estimates that there are still 850 tonnes of munitions at Malhuzine. It accepts the MoD explanation that the explosion was set off by unstable explosives affected by rapid changes of temperature combined with a high daytime temperature. The report warns that “If, as seems likely, that autocatalytic decomposition of propellant leading to spontaneous ignition or self-ignition of white phosphorous ammunition was the major contributing factor, then this has implications for the safety of the remainder of the Mozambique MOD ammunition stockpile.”

It notes that Mozambique has “White Phosphorous ammunition [which can] spontaneously combust if stored under inappropriate conditions.” Propellants have stabilisers, but these deteriorate over time. If the ammunition is stored badly, the propellant can deteriorate and spontaneous ignition is possible.
The most important thing to do now is to test propellant for stability, and destroy or disarm any unstable rockets. But UNDP warns that “further explosions from the site cannot yet be discounted”.
- - - -

NEW RECTORS

Rogerio Jose Uthui was yesterday named rector of Universidade Pedagogica, in place of Carlos Machili. On 9 March Patrico Jose was promoted from vice-rector to rector of the Instituto Superior de Relações Internacionais (ISRI). He replaces Jamisse Taimo, who previously had been head of the National Election Commission and before that a priest.
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