
ALBANY, New York: The conviction of former
Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver has shaken New York
politics down to the granite foundations of the state
Capitol, provoking fresh calls to overhaul a system that
has stubbornly clung to its long history of corruption. A
jury convicted the 71-year-old Manhattan Democrat on
Monday on charges that he traded favors for $4 million
in kickbacks from a cancer researcher and real estate
developers.

The rapid downfall was as shocking to lawmakers as
it was troubling to longtime observers of New York poli-
tics. “A political earthquake has hit Albany,” said Blair
Horner, legislative director for the New York Public
Interest Group. “This is a stinging rebuke to the ‘Albany
business as usual’ defense and a clarion call to clean up
state ethics.” Silver, first elected in 1976, plans to appeal.
He was ousted as speaker following his January arrest
and lost his legislative seat upon conviction. He remains
free on bail but faces decades in prison when he is sen-
tenced.

For two decades, Silver loomed large as one of
Albany’s “three men in a room,” who along with the
Senate leader and the governor negotiated budgets,
cut deals and defined New York’s brash brand of back-
room politics. Gov. Andrew Cuomo and Silver’s succes-
sor as speaker, Bronx Democrat Carl Heastie, said the
conviction shows the need for stronger ethics rules.
“Words simply aren’t enough,” Heastie said following
the verdict. “We will continue to work to root out cor-

ruption and demand more of elected officials when it
comes to ethical conduct.” Cuomo said the verdict
showed “it is time for the Legislature to take seriously
the need for reform. There will be zero tolerance for the
violation of the public trust in New York.”

Reform List
The list of possible reforms already was a long one

before Silver was arrested: Term limits, restrictions on
lawmakers’ outside income, new campaign finance
rules and tougher ethics enforcement all have been
suggested, only to languish on the legislative agenda.
Meanwhile, 30 lawmakers have left office since 2000
because of criminal charges or allegations of ethical
misconduct. The Senate’s former No. 2 member,
Republican Thomas Libous, was sentenced to house
arrest last week for lying to the FBI. Ex-Senate Leader
Dean Skelos currently is on trial for charges that he
extorted bribes and jobs for his son.

In just the past five years, one Albany lawmaker was
convicted of taking bribes from a carnival promoter. A
second entered into a sham marriage in order to
become a citizen. A third was accused of harassing
female staffers and forcing one to touch cancerous
tumors on his neck and armpit. “The bell could not be
ringing louder for real reform in Albany than it is right
now,” said Assemblyman Todd Kaminsky, a former cor-
ruption prosecutor now in his first term.

After Silver’s arrest, the Legislature passed modest

changes, including a requirement that lawmakers dis-
close more about their private income. Calls for greater
changes, and a special session devoted to ethics, went
nowhere. “What New Yorkers need most is wholesale
reform of the political system,” said Lawrence Norden,
of the Brennan Center for Justice at New York
University’s School of Law. “Enough is enough - it
shouldn’t take even more convictions for Albany to take
reform seriously.” 

The prosecution was a marquee case in Manhattan
US Attorney Preet Bharara’s quest to clean up what he
has called Albany’s “cauldron of corruption”. “Sheldon
Silver got justice, and at long last, so did the people of
New York,” Bharara said. Prosecutors said Silver traded
his office for $4 million in kickbacks from a cancer
researcher and real estate developers and earned an
additional $1 million through investments.

Silver did not testify during his trial and called no
witnesses. Dr Robert Taub told jurors he steered
numerous patients with asbestos-related cancer to
Silver’s law firm, enabling the legislator to pocket $3
million in referral fees. Meanwhile, testimony and evi-
dence revealed, Silver caused $500,000 in taxpayer
funds to go to Taub’s research projects and helped his
son and daughter get a job and an internship.
Prosecutors said Silver delivered tax-abatement and
rent-control legislation that favored developers while
big developers hired a small law firm that secretly sent
him $700,000 in fees. — AP 
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CARACAS: Its leaders have been thrown in
jail, banned from politics and remain deeply
divided, but Venezuela’s opposition nonethe-
less looks set to bruise President Nicolas
Maduro by winning control of the National
Assembly. Sixteen years into late president
Hugo Chavez’s leftist “revolution”, opinion
polls indicate the opposition is poised to win
legislative elections Sunday for the first time
since the firebrand leader came to power.

That is a sign of widespread frustration
with the economic mess besieging oil-
dependent Venezuela, where spiralling infla-
tion, empty supermarket shelves and long
lines have become the norm under Maduro,
Chavez’s embattled successor. But it is also a
sign that the government’s crackdown on the
opposition has backfired, said political ana-
lysts.

Seven opposition politicians have been
banned from politics over allegations of cor-
ruption or conspiring to overthrow the gov-
ernment, including popular former lawmaker
and presidential candidate Maria Corina
Machado. Another 75 are being held as
“political prisoners,” the opposition says,
including protest leader Leopoldo Lopez,

who was sentenced to nearly 14 years in
September in a case that drew condemna-
tion from human rights groups and the
United Nations. “The government has been
badly damaged by its own aggressive strate-
gy,” said political scientist Elsa Cardozo of
Simon Bolivar University.

The opposition coalition, the Democratic
Unity Roundtable (MUD), heads into the elec-
tions leading the ruling United Socialist Party
of Venezuela (PSUV) and its allies by as much
as 35 percentage points, according to one
poll. Founded in 2009 with the goal of defeat-
ing Chavez, MUD is a motley group of some
30 parties from across the political spectrum,
with no real leader. The coalition, which has
always struggled with its own internal divi-
sions, has gotten a counterintuitive boost
from the authorities’ harsh treatment, espe-
cially Lopez’s jailing, said Luis Vicente Leon,
head of polling firm Datanalisis. “The govern-
ment made a mistake (in the Lopez case). It
made him into a martyr, which motivates
people to vote,” Leon told AFP.

Strength in Adversity 
Lopez, a 44-year-old economist with a

master’s degree from Harvard, was the most
visible leader of massive protests that shook
Venezuela last year and left 43 people dead.
At the time of his arrest on charges of inciting
violence, his radical strategy of forcing
Maduro from power through protests was
rejected by some in MUD, including the coali-
tion’s candidate in the past two presidential
elections, Henrique Capriles. But by jailing
Lopez, the government rallied support
around him, said Leon, who called Venezuela
“a ‘Chavista’ country (that) is disgruntled with
Maduro.”

Many Venezuelan voters still harbor lin-
gering loyalty to Chavez, who ruled from
1999 until his death of cancer in 2013 and
used the oil giant’s crude revenues to fund a
populist economic model he called “21st-
century socialism”. But as Maduro has strug-
gled to address dwindling oil revenues and
other economic woes, his own popularity has
plunged to around 22 percent. Given the
widespread frustration, the opposition has
not needed to run a high-octane campaign,
and the lack of well-known names among its
candidates does not appear to be hurting it.
The PSUV has even attacked it for being too

invisible. “They haven’t campaigned. Their
candidates are in hiding. No one knows
them,” said PSUV campaign chief Jorge
Rodriguez.

New Troubles Ahead 
The authorities’ treatment of the opposi-

tion has however propelled it into the spot-
light, including on the international stage.
With Lopez locked up in solitary confinement
at a military prison outside Caracas, his wife,
Lilian Tintori, has met US Secretary of State
John Kerry, Pope Francis and Spanish Prime
Minister Mariano Rajoy. “All this has boosted
the opposition’s international visibility,” said
Leon. But beyond a shared call for “change,”
not much unites the opposition, said Latin
America expert Jean-Jacques Kourliandsky of
French international relations institute IRIS.

“Aside from that, there’s little in common
between its members, who cover the politi-
cal terrain from one extreme to the other,” he
said, adding that MUD’s unity will be difficult
to sustain if it wins the elections and has to
share power with a hostile president. Victory,
he said, “will also mean an even more difficult
situation to manage.” — AFP 

Venezuela’s harried opposition eyes landmark win

CHICAGO: FBI agents on Monday arrested
a black student who allegedly threatened
to shoot 16 whites - one for each bullet
that hit a teen in a notorious police shoot-
ing. Police officer Jason Van Dyke, who was
charged last week with the murder of 17-
year-old Laquan McDonald was released
on a $1.5 million bail, local media reported.
Van Dyke’s release came just hours after
the online mass shooting threat by Jabari
Dean, 21, caused the University of Chicago
to close its doors.

In the latest racially charged incident to
trouble the US city in recent weeks, Dean
allegedly admitted to posting the threat
when federal agents arrived at his Chicago
home. He told investigators that he had
deleted the macabre message shortly after
posting it, charging papers said. But a fel-
low user of the unidentified social media
forum where the message was posted had
already taken a screen shot of the threat
and showed it to the FBI on Sunday.

The posting described a plan to bring
an assault rifle and two handguns to the
campus quad on Monday and to “execute”
16 white male students or staff members.
This was allegedly to be carried out to

avenge McDonald, a 17-year-old black
Chicago youth who was cut down in a hail
of 16 police bullets in Oct 2014. “I will then
die killing any number of white policemen
that I can in the process. This is not a joke,”
the message read. “I am to do my part to
rid the world of the white devils. I expect
you to do the same.”

Tensions flared last week after officials
released a dashcam video showing police
officer Van Dyke shoot McDonald after the
teenager walked away from him. The
graphic video was the latest in a string of
police shootings caught on camera that
have sparked mass - and sometimes vio-
lent -protests. The footage has fueled an
already acrimonious national debate about
racism and the use of deadly force by
police.

And the latest threat reflects a grim real-
ity of American life, with campus shootings
happening on a semi-regular basis. On Oct
1, a gunman opened fire at a community
college in Oregon, killing nine before tak-
ing his own life. Deadly shootings were also
recorded on a campus in Tennessee on Oct
22, and on a North Carolina campus on Nov
1. One person died in each attack. — AFP 
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Conviction sends NY politics into turmoil

NEW YORK: Former New York Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver leaves a federal court in Lower Manhattan on Monday. — AFP  

CARACAS: Lilian Tintori, wife of jailed
Venezuelan opposition leader
Leopoldo Lopez, talks during an inter-
view on Nov 29, 2015. — AFP 

HAVANA: The Cuban government announced
yesterday that it is re-imposing a hated travel per-
mit requirement on many doctors, requiring
them to get permission to leave the country in an
attempt to counter a brain drain that it blames on
the United States. It is the first major reverse in
Cuba’s policy of allowing unrestricted travel for its
citizens, put in place in 2013 as President Raul
Castro allowed new freedoms as part of a broad
set of social and economic reforms.

The government announced on the front
page of state media that health professionals in
specialties that have been drained by large-scale
emigration in recent years will now be required
to get permission from Health Ministry officials in
order to leave the country. The new policy was
announced hours after the end of a meeting
Monday between US and Cuban negotiators in
Washington to address a crisis in Cuban migra-
tion, which has reached its highest levels in at
least two decades. Cuba complained that the US
said it had no plans to change Cold War-era poli-
cies that give automatic legal residency to Cuban
immigrants.

Many Cuban doctors cite low pay, poor work-
ing conditions and the possibility of well-com-
pensated jobs in other countries as their primary
reasons for emigrating. The Cuban government
places the blame on the US policy of granting
automatic legal residency to Cuban immigrants,
with special fast-track benefits for doctors who
abandon government medical missions overseas.

The government announcement cited anaesthe-
siology, neurosurgery, obstetrics and gynecology
and neonatal care as among the specialities
worst-hit by emigration of doctors in recent
years.

“The migration of Cuban health professionals
is a concern for the country,” the government
announcement read, blaming US laws that aid
Cuban medical emigration for having “the per-
verse objective of pushing Cuban health profes-
sionals to abandon their missions in other coun-
tries”. The Cuban government cites free, universal
healthcare system as one of the crowning
achievements of its socialist revolution. Medical
missions abroad are one of the most important
sources of foreign exchange for the Cuban gov-
ernment, which receives tens of thousands of
dollars a year in cash or commodities for each
doctor it sends overseas.

Inside Cuba, many doctors and nurses com-
plain that their profession has been devastated
by waves of departures, with vital specialists now
absent in many clinics and hospitals. Over the
past two years, at least 100,000 Cubans have emi-
grated to the United States, the majority making
a treacherous land journey from Ecuador through
South and Central America and Mexico. The pace
has quickened dramatically this year, with many
Cubans fearing that the detente announced
nearly a year ago between the United States and
Cuba will mean the end to special migration priv-
ileges. — AP 
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COLORADO SPRINGS: The man accused of
killing three people and wounding nine in a
shooting rampage at a Planned Parenthood clin-
ic in Colorado Springs was told he faces first-
degree murder charges during his first court
appearance on Monday. Robert Lewis Dear, 57,
appearing by video link from jail, spoke only to
tell a judge he understood and had no ques-
tions.  There was no discussion of the motive for
the Friday shooting during the brief hearing, and
formal charges will be filed next week.

Police records from North Charleston, South
Carolina, showed that Dear was charged with
rape there in 1992, although Reuters could not
determine in court records how the case was
resolved. Planned Parenthood has said reports
that Dear told investigators “no more baby parts”
after his arrest showed he was acting on an anti-
abortion agenda. Chief Judge Gil Martinez told
Dear, who was in handcuffs and leg irons and
strapped into a padded vest, apparently for his
own safety, that if convicted, he faces a mini-
mum sentence of life without parole or a maxi-
mum of death.

District Attorney Dan May said prosecutors
had 63 days after Dear’s arraignment to decide
whether to bring a death penalty case.

Documents in the investigation were ordered
sealed by the court on Monday. For his appear-
ance by closed-circuit camera from the jail
where he is being held without bond, Dear was
flanked by Dan King of the state’s public defend-
er’s office. A handful of victims sat in the front of
the packed courtroom, watching Dear on a
screen.

The rampage blamed on the South Carolina
native is believed to have been the first deadly
attack on a US abortion provider in six years. The
Colorado Springs center has been the target of
protests by anti-abortion activists. A police offi-
cer and two civilians died in the attack, which
according to emerging details, began just out-
side the building, adjacent to a shopping area
on the northwest side of Colorado’s second-
largest city.

Ke’Arre Stewart, 29, an Iraq war veteran, was
shot in front of the clinic after walking out to talk
on his cell phone. Wounded, he ran back inside
to warn others to take cover, his brother told
NBC News. Stewart died of his wound. “I believe
that’s his military instinct, you know,” NBC News
quoted his brother, Leyonte Chandler, as saying.
“Before his time ran out, I guess that was his
main priority ... to help and save other lives.”

Reviewing Security
US Justice Depar tment off icials have

joined the investigation, raising the possibili-
ty the federal government could bring a ter-
rorism or civi l  r ights case against Dear.
Planned Parenthood was already on height-
ened alert against threats of violence nation-
wide. Some affiliates said they would review
their security measures further. Several US
media outlets, citing unnamed law enforce-
ment sources, have said Dear used the phrase
“no more baby parts” in statements he made
to investigators after his surrender. Reuters
could not independently confirm those
reports.

The reported comment was widely seen as
an apparent reference to secretly recorded
videos released months ago that anti-abor-
tion groups have said showed Planned
Parenthood officials discussing the sale of
aborted fetal tissue. Planned Parenthood has
said the videos were produced to distort the
issue of fetal-tissue donations made by the
group for scientific research. Authorities have
said they do not know what precipitated the
attack and have declined to discuss publicly
the suspect’s motives. — Reuters 
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COLORADO SPRINGS: Colorado Springs Planned Parenthood shooting suspect Robert
Dear (right) appears via video hearing during his first court appearance on Monday.
At left is public defender Dan King.  — AP 


