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CARACAS: Venezuela’s opposition tried to sack the food
minister Thursday for shortages in the crisis-hit country
and claimed a million people backed its call for a referen-
dum to remove the president. President Nicolas Maduro
promptly rejected the demand, the latest offensive in the
battle to replace the government over a crisis that has
families queuing up for food rations. “We are facing the
worst food emergency in Venezuela’s history,” said
Ismael Garcia, the lawmaker leading the motion to sack
minister Rodolfo Marco Torres.

The speaker of the opposition-controlled National
Assembly, Henry Ramos Allup, said the government
must remove Torres from his post after two-thirds of the
lawmakers present approved a no-confidence motion
against him. But Maduro retorted: “No one will remove
the minister.”  He vowed to pass new emergency meas-
ures to head off attempts of “sabotage” by lawmakers.
He even threatened to cut the power to the legislature,
as part of widespread blackouts he has imposed to save
power. His opponents meanwhile said they had gath-
ered more than five times the 200,000 signatures need-
ed to begin organizing a referendum to remove Maduro.

Senior opposition leader Henrique Capriles said
more than a million people had signed a petition call-
ing for a recall referendum. The signatures will be
handed over to the National Electoral Board (CNE) ear-
ly next week for verification.

Looting 
The socialist president has already blocked several

bills brought by the opposition by challenging them in
the Supreme Court. His critics say he controls the court
and the electoral authorities. The political tension, short-
ages and now enforced electricity blackouts that started
this week have raised fears of unrest in the South
American oil state. Looting and clashes were reported in
towns including the country’s second-biggest city
Maracaibo after daily power cut-offs were formally
launched on Monday.

To save power the government has also slashed the
workweek to two days for state employees and ordered
schools to close on Fridays. It says the El Nino weather
phenomenon has dried up the country’s hydroelectric
dams. The opposition says mismanagement is also to

blame for the power crisis as well as for the shortage of
food and basic supplies. “The situation is critical,” said
Norvelis Contreras, a 26-year-old housewife, who had
been queuing for five hours to buy rice and oil on
Thursday at a supermarket in Maracaibo. “We are suffer-
ing and trying to survive.”

In a survey published by pollster Venebarometro on
Thursday, 13 percent of Venezuelans said their house-
hold only ate once a day. Another Venebarometro poll
indicated more than two thirds of Venezuelans wanted
Maduro to quit.

Risk of Unrest 
In the no-confidence debate, opposition lawmakers

said Torres had overseen corruption and ruined
Venezuela’s production capacity. Once-booming
Venezuela, which has the world’s largest oil reserves, has
plunged into economic chaos as global crude prices have
collapsed. Maduro blames the situation on an “economic
war” against the country by capitalists. He has vowed to
press on with the socialist “revolution” launched by his
late predecessor Hugo Chavez in 1999. — AFP

Oppn claims million signatures against Maduro

RIVERSIDE, California: An unidentified US Marshall court security officer escorts Rafia Farook, the mother of Syed Raheel
Farook, out of federal court on Thursday. — AP 

LOS ANGELES: The FBI arrested three peo-
ple on Thursday, including the older broth-
er of San Bernardino shooter Syed Farook,
on charges of marriage fraud and lying to
investigators, authorities said. Syed Raheel
Farook, 31, was arrested in the early morn-
ing at his home in the California town of
Corona, along with his wife Tatiana Farook,
also 31. Mariya Chernykh, Tatiana’s 26-
year-old sister who lives in the nearby
town of Ontario, was also arrested.

The five-count indictment against the
trio centers on Chernykh’s alleged sham
marriage to Enrique Marquez, who is
awaiting trial on charges of aiding the
December 2 attack carried out by Syed
Farook and his wife Tashfeen Malik. The
pair were later killed in a dramatic
shootout with police. “This is the latest step
in the comprehensive investigation into
the horrific attacks in San Bernardino last
year that took the lives of 14 innocent
Americans and deeply affected so many
more,” US attorney Eileen Decker said in a
statement. “As I have said previously, we
owe the victims, and the entire community

of San Bernardino, a thorough investiga-
tion that uncovers all criminal activity sur-
rounding these events.”

The trio appeared in federal court after
their arrest on Thursday and entered not
guilty pleas, a Justice Department official
said. They were all given bail but were
ordered to turn in their passports and
banned from traveling outside Southern
California pending their trial which was set
for June 21, the official told AFP. If convict-
ed, they face up to five years in prison on a
charge of lying to immigration officials.
Chernykh also faces up to 25 years in
prison on charges of fraud and misuse of
visas as well as lying to federal agents.

Marquez told investigators after his
indictment in December on charges of
buying weapons used in the San
Bernardino assault that he had entered
into a fake marriage with Chernykh in
November 2014 and had lied about living
with her. Chernykh and her sister are both
from Russia and Syed Raheel Farook’s mar-
riage to Tatiana has also come under
scrutiny. Investigators have executed sev-

eral search warrants at his house since the
massacre, the deadliest terror attack on US
soil since September 11, 2001.

Syed Raheel Farook served in the US
navy between 2003 and 2007 and is a dec-
orated veteran. His attorney Ron Cordova
underlined before the judge at Thursday’s
hearing that the case against Syed Raheel
Farook and his wife was about a “misrepre-
sentation in an act of marriage, it’s not
about an act of terror.” 

Several neighbors expressed surprise
at the couple’s arrest on Thursday telling
local media that they were pleasant and
minded their own business. “This is a fami-
ly that has suffered much, particularly by
reason of the horrible, horrible acts of a
family member who is no longer living,”
Cordova told reporters after the hearing.
“But those acts should not be attributed to
the family.”  The probe into the massacre
is ongoing and the FBI last month
dropped a pitched legal battle with Apple
after managing to hack into the iPhone
used by Syed Farook without the tech
giant’s help. — AFP 

Three linked to Calif 

terror attack arrested

Charges include conspiracy, marriage fraud

HAVANA: Britain’s Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond (left)
is welcomed by his Cuban counterpart Bruno Rodriguez in
the Foreign Affairs Ministry on Thursday. — AFP 

HAVANA: Britain’s foreign secretary met Cuban officials Thursday
on the first such visit to the island since 1959, for talks on boost-
ing trade and tourism ties with the communist state. Philip
Hammond’s trip comes a month after US President Barack
Obama’s historic visit to the Caribbean nation, which is opening
up to warmer ties with its old Cold War rivals. Hammond told
reporters in Havana that he was “the first UK foreign secretary to
visit Cuba since the revolution” that brought Fidel Castro to pow-
er in 1959.

His visit also follows meetings in recent months between
Cuba’s President Raul Castro and other top officials and leaders
from the European Union. Hammond met with his Cuban coun-
terpart Bruno Rodriguez and signed several cooperation agree-
ments with other communist government officials. They covered
areas such as financial services, energy, culture and education, he
said. Hammond said he wanted “enhanced bilateral cooperation
underpinned by increased trade, increased investment and more
tourists coming to Cuba” from Britain.

Britain was the second-biggest source of foreign tourists to
Cuba last year after Canada, with 160,000 Britons making the trip,
he said. His ministry said earlier that he would sign a “bilateral
agreement restructuring Cuba’s debt to the UK,” but Hammond
did not comment about that during his news conference later in
Havana. He also met with representatives from Cuban civil socie-
ty and the British business community in Havana, the Foreign
Office said.

Raul Castro met with French President Francois Hollande on a
visit to Paris in February. In March, European Union foreign policy
chief Federica Mogherini became the highest-ranking EU official
ever to visit Cuba when she travelled to Havana. She signed a
deal to normalize relations with Cuba, including an agreement on
human rights. Hammond’s office said he, too, would broach the
sensitive topics of human rights and social and economic reform
in Cuba. —  AFP 
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