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MANILA: The new Miss Universe, back in the
Philippines after an epic televised blunder sur-
rounding her crowning, said yesterday she
would use the attention the incident attracted
to campaign for HIV awareness, especially in her
home country. In front of an estimated one bil-
lion television viewers worldwide last December,
pageant host Steve Harvey mistakenly
announced Miss Colombia, Ariadna Gutierrez, as
Miss Universe before correcting himself minutes
later.  The diamond and sapphire crown was
removed from the head of a sobbing and humili-
ated Gutierrez and transferred to Pia Alonzo
Wurtzbach of the Philippines.

Wurtzbach, speaking to reporters about her
plans, said she would undergo a “public testing”
for HIV when she returns to the United States
where the Miss Universe Organization is based,
to erase the stigma surrounding the disease. “It’s
about time someone like me should step up and
hopefully others would follow suit as well,”
Wurtzbach, 26, told AFP. “I  think in the
Philippines, there’s a bit of a stigma because
we’re a conservative country.” The Philippines
reported a 22 percent increase in HIV infections
year-on-year in September last year. Four in ten
of the new cases were reported in the capital
Manila.

The nation of 100 million people, on whom
80 percent are Catholic, is heavily influenced by
the church which frowns on contraceptive use.
Testing for HIV is also considered taboo. In the
very few minutes she stood at the back of the
Las Vegas stage at the end of the pageant,
Wurtzbach said she accepted being first runner-
up as a huge crowd of disappointed but proud
fans in the audience waved Filipino flags. “I told
myself, I fell short, what a waste. But it’s okay. I
did everything I could and the most important
thing is everybody is proud of me,” she said. That
was until Harvey admitted his unprecedented
gaffe.

“I was so happy. I was so excited. I couldn’t
describe it. It was something the Philippines has
been waiting for for a long time.” Wurtzbach said

she stood by her statement during the pageant’s
interview question, that Filipinos welcomed the
return of US soldiers to their former bases in the
Philippines. “The Americans have always been
our friend, we’ve always worked with them... I
don’t think there’s anything wrong with asking
for help when we need it,” she said. Beauty pag-
eants like Miss Universe have cult followings in
the Philippines and former titleholders go on to
lucrative careers in movies and modeling.

It was the Philippines’ first title in 42 years and
the third since the pageant started in the 1950s.
Her one-week long homecoming itinerary
includes a grand parade around Manila today,
courtesy calls on President Benigno Aquino and
both houses of parliament and a concert at one

of the capital ’s biggest indoor stadiums.
Wurtzbach had been modeling since she was 11
and played bit roles in movies and television,
but her entertainment career never hit the big
league until she won Miss Universe. She lost in
the local contest twice before earning the right
to represent her country in the pageant.

The Filipina-German, with her smoldering
gaze, said she dreams of becoming a “Bond Girl”
in future 007 movies. Wurtzbach, who is
rumored to have dated the 55-year-old Aquino,
said she would stay single to concentrate on her
duties as Miss Universe and pursue her
Hollywood dream. “This is my boyfriend for now,”
a beaming Wurtzbach said, as she clutched the
porcupine-shaped crown on her head. —AFP
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MANILA: Miss Universe Pia Alonzo Wurtzbach of the Philippines waves during her
homecoming press conference at a hotel in Manila yesterday. —AFP

WASHINGTON : Michael speaks during an interview with Agence France-
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WASHINGTON: This is one place where
Jamar feels safe, painting with other boys
to escape from the gunshots that ring
out through his Washington neighbor-
hood, one of the most violent in the
United States. “Life Pieces is a good place.
You’ll always be safe at Life Pieces,” says
Jamar, who is nine years old. Ward 7 of
the US capital is home to 70,000 people
— 95 percent of them black-and has an
unemployment rate more than double
that of national levels. “I prefer to do my
homework here-it ’s not safe at
Grandma’s,” Jamar, a bit shy at times, told
AFP.

Jamar says he wants to be a firefighter
or a police officer when he grows up. He
is among 140 boys aged three to 17 who
attend the Life Pieces to Masterpieces
(LPTM) after school program each day.
The non-profit group, launched in 1996,
provides an oasis of calm for young boys
living in an area east of the US Capitol
that is prone to gang activity and where
the murder rate is among the nation’s
highest.  LPTM “focuses on the develop-
ment of black men using the concept of
artwork,” explained executive director
Selvon Malcolm Waldron.

“It’s a safe space to be, in a loving
environment.” That’s a sharp contrast
with what many of these children expe-
rience on a daily basis. Most live in sin-
gle-parent homes, where they are awak-
ened by police sirens in the dead of
night and shootings. And sometimes,
their reality hits even harder than that.
One of the LPTM “apprentices,” as the
children are called here, was playing
with friends when he saw his grandfa-
ther k il led in a drive -by shooting,
Waldron said. Jamar says he once found
a firearm abandoned in an alley near his
home. “ When I  hear shootings, I ’m
scared they will kill me, that they will
shoot at me,” said Michael, 11.

The Four Cs 
Life Pieces aims to “connect, create,

contribute, celebrate” through its art pro-
gram-the so-called 4Cs. Students con-
nect by choosing a theme after dis-
cussing it and meditating, create by
working on a piece, contribute by work-
ing together on the artwork and cele-
brate by exhibiting the works. Dozens of
the pieces are exhibited at shows, espe-
cially in Washington’s busy downtown

Chinatown neighborhood-brimming
with art galleries, upscale dining and
young professionals.

Last year, the group raised $22,000
from sales of the artwork. Other works
are loaned out to places like libraries and
children’s hospitals for free, or, for a fee,
to the headquarters of Capital One bank.
“It’s very empowering for them to see
their artwork exhibited elsewhere,” said
Waldron. These collaborative acrylic
paint canvases are in fact a patchwork,
with different pieces sewn together. 

The boys can also paint their own
individual pieces. “We have fun at Life
Pieces. There’s food, we read, we draw.
We do a lot of fun stuff,” said Jamar, a reg-
ular here for the past four years. Michael
has enjoyed the food, art activities and
mentors at LPTM for the past five years.
“Life Pieces is like a second home. It
helps you to get your act together.”

Citizens of the world 
The organization also seeks to open up

the world to these boys, with special pre-
sentations from outside speakers and
trips beyond Ward 7. “We offer them a role
model, an example. We provide a struc-
ture, a male model. We teach them values,
life lessons,” said Maurice Kie, known at
Life Pieces as Brother Mo. “We take the
young men on a good ride.” A former
LPTM apprentice, Brother Mo has served
as program coordinator since 2006.

“It’s kind of a therapeutic process, like
a good group therapy,” he explained. “We
teach them to be gentlemen, global citi-
zens.” In a neighborhood where only 33
percent of youths graduate from high
school, Life Pieces apprentices have had
a 100 percent success rate over the past
five years. Some have gone on to univer-
sity or job training programs. An addi-
tional 25 teens aged 14 to 17 participate
in a university preparation program once
a week.

And the organization also trains 10 to
15 young adults each year to become
teachers’ aides. Waldron wants to “shake
up this profession,” where 60 percent are
white women and only two percent are
black men. LPTM has about 30 paid
employees and around 50 volunteers,
and operates on the grounds of a pri-
mary school. Its $1.5 million budget is
largely funded by local private founda-
tions. —AFP
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SACRAMENTO, California: When
the California Legislature passed the
state’s first comprehensive medical
marijuana regulations in
September, pot advocates hoped
the move heralded a new era of
trust in their often-tumultuous rela-
tionship with wary local officials
and police. So far, it hasn’t turned
out that way. Facing what appears
to be a rapidly closing window for
action, dozens of cities and counties
from across California are racing to
enact new bans on marijuana-
growing. Some apply only to com-
mercial cultivation, both indoor and
outdoor, but many would also pro-
hibit personal pot gardens that
have been legal - or at least over-
looked - for 19 years.

“Any other industry that created
four months of seasonal labor and
hundreds of thousands of jobs...we
would be giving tax breaks to those
businesses,” medical marijuana dis-
pensary owner Robert Jacob, a
member of the Sebastopol City
Council who has been fighting pot-
growing bans proposed in Sonoma
County. At issue is a paragraph in
the 70-page framework approved in
the closing hours of the legislative
session that would give the state
alone authority to license growers

in jurisdictions that do not have
laws on the books by March 1
specifically authorizing or outlaw-
ing cultivation.

Lawmakers involved in crafting
the package say the deadline ended
up by mistake in the final compro-
mise regulations. Assemblyman Jim
Wood, a Democrat who represents
California’s prime pot-growing
region, included it in earlier versions
as a way to free local governments
from a responsibility they might not
want, spokeswoman Liz Snow said.
“It was a way to try to make it clear-
er in terms of, ‘OK, local jurisdic-
tions. If you want to act, you should
be thinking about it, working on it
now. Otherwise, we will all defer to
the state,’” Snow said.

Cultivation bans
Even before Gov Jerry Brown

signed the regulations, which create
the first statewide licensing and
operating rules for California’s
sprawling medical marijuana indus-
try, Wood announced he would
introduce an emergency bill this
month deleting the March 1 dead-
line. The League of California Cities
and the California Association of
Police Chiefs, while supporting the
fix, nonetheless have advised their

members to enact cultivation bans
ahead of the original cutoff date as
a precaution to preserve local con-
trol. The two groups fought hard
last year for provisions stating that
to be eligible for licenses the state
expects to start issuing in about
two years, anyone involved in the
commercial medical marijuana
trade must first obtain a local oper-
ating permit.

Tim Cromartie, a lobbyist with the
League of California Cities, said the
guidance to ban all medical marijua-
na growing outright stemmed from
the conclusion that the short time
frame did not give local officials
enough time to draft, debate and
refine their own cultivation rules.
“Most cities, their staff have no clue
how to begin writing one of these
ordinances. Their first thought is,
‘Don’t the feds prohibit this? How
can we do this?’” Cromartie said. “We
know of jurisdictions that didn’t
want to have to ban, but they did it
under the point of a gun.”

Agriculture licenses
With new proposals being intro-

duced and voted on almost daily,
no one knows yet how many of
California’s 58 counties and 482
cities have taken the league’s

advice. The California branch of the
National Organization for the
Repeal of Marijuana Laws, or
NORML, which has been monitor-
ing what it ’s termed “the bana-
palooza,” said more than 160 juris-
dictions either have passed or intro-
duced legislation to outlaw only
commercial cultivation or both
commercial and personal growing. 

The crackdown has been a
source of frustration for veteran pot
farmers who hoped the new state
regulations would bring clarity to
their gray corner of the medical
marijuana industry and instead find
themselves “recriminalized,” said
Hezekiah Allen, executive director
of the newly formed California
Growers Association. Unless the
local bans are lifted or modified,
they would make medical marijua-
na growers in those areas automati-
cally ineligible for the potentially
lucrative and limited number of
agriculture licenses the state
expects to start issuing in 2018.
“Certainly we have been disap-
pointed with the League of Cities,
how they have chosen to proceed,”
Allen said. “A lot of the jurisdictions
had a predisposition to ban, and the
March 1 deadline unfortunately
gave them cover to ban.” —AP
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