
CULIACAN, Mexico: A red line prevents access to burned cars, part of a military convoy, which was ambushed by gunmen on Friday. — AFP 
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CARACAS: The next 100 days in
Venezuela could mark a turning point in
the South American country’s seething
political crisis, deciding whether the
socialist president and his party stay in
power. On Jan 10, 2017, President
Nicolas Maduro will have completed
four years of his six-year term at the
helm of the major oil exporter, whose
economy is reeling from sharply lower
global crude prices. Yesterday began the
100-day countdown for Maduro’s oppo-
sition to mount a recall referendum.

If the recall vote occurs before Jan 10
and Maduro is ousted, early elections
will be held. But the National Electoral
Council (CNE) has announced that,
according to the rules, the referendum
could only be held in the middle of the
first quarter of 2017. If Maduro loses the
recall vote post-January 10, he would be
replaced by his hand-picked vice presi-
dent, defeating the opposition’s hope to
change government.

The center-right opposition coalition

Democratic Unity Roundtable (MUD) has
set a petition drive on Oct 26-28 aimed at
collecting four million signatures, or 20
percent of voters, supporting a recall
vote. The coalition insists that the referen-
dum should be held in 2016.
Nevertheless the CNE, which the opposi-
tion says is beholden to Maduro’s govern-
ment, says there is not enough time left
to review the petition signatures and
organize the vote this year. With the
prospect of holding a referendum in 2016
dim, analysts have projected at least
three scenarios in the unfolding crisis.

Recall in 2017 
The MUD wants the petition drive’s

required 20 percent minimum of sup-
port for success to be calculated on a
nationwide basis. But the CNE has said
the 20 percent threshold will be deter-
mined state-by-state. The opposition is
“very likely” to muster the required sig-
natures because of the “vision of change”
in the country, said Francine Jacome,

head of the Venezuelan Institute for
Social and Political Studies. According to
pollster Venebarometro, seven in 10
Venezuelans want a change in govern-
ment and 76.4 percent disapprove of the
job Maduro is doing.

If voters overwhelmingly want a
recall vote, “it will be difficult if the
authorities don’t hold a referendum,”
economist Luis Vicente Leon, head of the
research firm Datanalisis, told AFP. “But
they will do it in 2017 and it remains to
be seen what the opposition response
will  be. I t would raise tensions,” he
added. The authorities for now have sup-
ported Maduro, because he is at risk of
losing “Chavismo”, the movement
named for Maduro’s late predecessor
and mentor, the socialist firebrand Hugo
Chavez. “The demons will be let loose
beginning January 11 when the fighting
over the presidential succession begins,”
said Benigno Alarcon, a political science
professor at Andres Bello Catholic
University. — AFP 

100-day countdown ticks in Venezuela crisis

CULIACAN, Mexico: The sons of imprisoned
drug kingpin Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzman were
probably behind a grenade attack on a military
convoy in northern Mexico on Friday, killing five
soldiers, authorities said. Some 60 gunmen, who
also fired several rounds from assault rifles, freed
a wounded suspect who was being escorted by
the soldiers in an ambulance during the pre-
dawn ambush in Culiacan, capital of the state of
Sinaloa, state and military officials said.

Guzman’s sons were “very probably” respon-
sible for the attack, which freed a suspect iden-
tified as Julio Oscar Ortiz Vega, alias “El Kevin,”
General Alfonso Duarte, a regional commander,
told reporters. The gunmen stole the ambu-
lance while a military Humvee caught fire in the
assault, which left 10 people injured, including
a Red Cross worker. Four of the injured were in
surgery.

The soldiers were returning with the wound-
ed suspect after another shootout in the moun-
tain community of Bacacoragua, part of the
municipality of Badiraguato, the region where
Guzman and other notorious drug lords were
born. The suspect was “being transferred to
Culiacan for immediate medical attention... but

unfortunately this group acts in a premeditated,
cowardly, treacherous way, using firearms and
grenades,” Duarte said.

The general said Guzman’s brother,
Aureliano Guzman Loera, alias “El Guano,” is bat-
tling for control of drug production against the
Beltran Leyva drug cartel in the remote region.
One of Guzman’s sons, Jesus Alfredo, was kid-
napped by rivals for a few days in August.
Another son, Ivan, is also allegedly involved in
cartel activities. President Enrique Pena Nieto
vowed on Twitter that the assailants “will
answer to the law.” Sinaloa is one of Mexico’s
most violent states and the ambush came as
murders are on the rise this year across the
country.

Guzman Woes 
Guzman is hailed as a Robin Hood-type fig-

ure in his stronghold, and his cartel is still con-
sidered a fearsome force despite his capture.
The cartel leader was arrested in the Sinaloa
coastal city of Los Mochis in January, six months
after he escaped from prison near Mexico City
by sneaking through a 1.5-km tunnel that
opened into his cell’s shower. Guzman now

waits for a Mexican judge to decide whether he
can be extradited to the United States, a ruling
that he could appeal, although US officials
believe he could be in US territory before the
end of the year.

His capture dealt a blow to his cartel, but the
gang still has a strong leader, his longtime asso-
ciate, Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada, who has never
spent a day in prison. Guzman’s sons are also
accused by the authorities of having roles in the
criminal group. But in a sign of the cartel’s vul-
nerability, one of them, Jesus Alfredo Guzman
Salazar, 29, was kidnapped in a restaurant in the
Pacific resort of Puerto Vallarta in August,
apparently by members of the rival Jalisco New
Generation drug cartel.

Two US government officials, who requested
anonymity because they were not authorized to
speak publicly, have told AFP that the son was
released days later and the reasons for the
abduction are unclear. One of the US officials
said the kidnapping appeared to be a “non-
sanctioned event” committed by lower ranking
members of the New Generation cartel, and
that their bosses ordered them to release
Guzman’s son. — AFP 

Gunmen ambush Mexico 
military convoy, kill five

Sons of ‘El Chapo’ likely behind ambush 

NEW YORK: Ever heard about the gargantuan
octopus that dragged a New York City ferry and
its 400 passengers to the river bottom nearly 53
years ago? A cast bronze monument dedicated
to the victims of the steam ferry Cornelius G
Kolff recently appeared in Battery Park at the
southern tip of Manhattan, erected a stone’s
throw from a handful of other somber memori-
als to soldiers, sailors and mariners lost at sea or
on the battlefield. But if you can’t recall the dis-
aster it could be because the artist behind the
memorial, Joseph Reginella, made the whole
thing up.

The 250-pound monument, which depicts a
Staten Island ferry being dragged down by giant
octopus tentacles, is part of a multi-layered hoax
that also includes a sophisticated website, a doc-
umentary, fabricated newspaper articles and
glossy fliers directing tourists to a phantom
Staten Island Ferry Disaster Memorial Museum
across the harbor. It took Reginella six months to
put it together.

He said the idea for the project came to him
while he was taking his 11-year-old nephew
from Florida on the ferry between Manhattan
and Staten Island. “He was asking me all kinds of
crazy questions like if the waters were shark-
infested,” he said. “I said ‘No, but you know what
did happen in the ‘60s? One of these boats got
pulled down by a giant octopus.” “The story just
rolled off the top of my head” and the idea for a
mock memorial was born.

It evolved to become “a multimedia art proj-
ect and social experience - not maliciously -
about how gullible people are,” said Reginella,
who creates artworks for store windows and
amusement parks. The monument never stays in
one spot for more than two days “because the

city will come and take it away,” he said, adding
that it takes two people to break it down. “It’s
definitely an experience when you see people
who don’t know about it. They get this strange
look on their face, they stare out at the water and
walk away,” he said. “I sit close by with a fishing
pole and fish. I eavesdrop on the conversations.”

Sometimes, he said, when he overhears peo-
ple saying, “How come nobody has ever heard of
this?” he’ll interject, offering that the disaster
happened on Nov 22, 1963, a day that the news
was dominated by the assassination of President
John F Kennedy. “It creates a plausibility for
them, and they shake their head ‘Maybe.’”

Puzzled tourists looking for the memorial
museum on Staten Island and its supposed col-
lection of wreckage with “strange suction-cup-
shaped marks” sometimes wonder into the Snug
Harbor Cultural Center asking for directions. The
staff at the nearby Staten Island Museum admits
it too was puzzled at first. “We kind of scratched
our heads and said we don’t know where it is
and started looking further into it, and realized it
was a hoax,” said spokeswoman Rachel Somma.
“Most people have the feeling that it’s not a real-
ity. It’s a treasure hunt for them. It’s fun. That’s
what we love about it. ... It’s great that it gets
people out here,” she added. — AP 

Tourists fooled by octopus ferry disaster
MIAMI: Caribbean residents are prepar-
ing for a weekend of heavy rain and
flooding as powerful Hurricane Matthew
barrels towards Jamaica, Haiti and even-
tually Cuba. For several hours overnight
Matthew became a Category 5 storm -
the strongest on the 1-5 Saffir-Simpson
scale, and the most powerful Caribbean
storm since Hurricane Felix in 2007. By
early yesterday, Matthew had weakened
into a still dangerous Category 4 hurri-
cane, the Miami-based National
Hurricane Center said. 

The storm was swirling off the north-
ern coast of Colombia and Venezuela
packing winds of 250 km per hour, with
higher gusts. The center of Matthew was
located 365 miles south of the Haitian
capital Port-au-Prince, and 420 miles
southeast of Kingston, Jamaica, the NHC
said. The storm is currently moving
towards the west at seven miles per
hour, but is expected to turn towards the
northwest on Saturday.

Matthew became a Category 1 hurri-
cane on Thursday afternoon, then swiftly
rose to Category 4 a day later. Late Friday
it strengthened into a powerful Category
5 storm. The NHC’s long-term forecast
has Matthew hitting the southern coast
of Cuba late Monday or early Tuesday
after tearing across Jamaica. As for
threats to US soil, “it is too soon to rule
out possible hurricane impacts from
Matthew in Florida,” the NHC said.
Hurricane Felix killed some 150 people

and left thousands homeless when it
slammed the Caribbean coast of
Nicaragua in Sept 2007.

Haiti, Jamaica Prepare 
Residents in Jamaica and southern

Haiti scrambled to prepare as the storm
headed in their direction. Forecasters
said that 25-38 cm of rain could fall
across the region. In Haiti, authorities
warned residents of the country’s south-
ern islands that they were “first at risk,”
and urged them to prepare. “We invite
them to secure the area surrounding
their homes and begin to stock up on
water and food,” Edgar Celestin, a
spokesman for the Haitian civil protec-
tion agency, told AFP.

In Jamaica, Local Government
Minister Desmond McKenzie told The
Star newspaper that Prime Minister
Andrew Holness had instructed authori-
ties to “go full speed ahead” with efforts
to prepare for and respond to the hurri-
cane. That includes placing some 2,000
homeless people in shelters, McKenzie
told the newspaper. Separately, the US
embassy in Jamaica said it will be closed
tomorrow and Tuesday for consular serv-
ices “due to the anticipated effects of
Hurricane Matthew”. Heavy rain from
Matthew “may produce life-threatening
flash flooding and mud slides” in the
affected area, the NHC warned, saying
isolated areas could be lashed with up to
25 inches of rain. — AFP 

Powerful Hurricane Matthew 
barrels towards Jamaica, Haiti

CARACAS: Workers and mayors from cities and municipalities rally in opposi-
tion to Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro gather at the vice-presidency in
demand of more resources from the government on Sept 29, 2016. — AFP 

BOGOTA: Some of Colombia’s most famous
artists, athletes and writers, from singer
Shakira to soccer star Falcao, are lending
their support to the peace accord with
Marxist rebels that aims to end a half-centu-
ry of war. Shakira, along with Juanes and
Carlos Vives - two Colombian musicians
popular across the Spanish-speaking world
- sang stirring messages of reconciliation,
forgiveness and love after President Juan
Manuel Santos signed the peace pact
Monday with the head of the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), Rodrigo
Londono. “As Colombians, our most impor-
tant mission now is to pardon,” Juanes
wrote on Twitter.

Colombians on Sunday will cast ballots
in a national referendum to approve the
accord, which if approved would put a final
end to a fratricidal war that has left more
than 300,000 people dead or missing. “My
Colombia, we have much to do; taking care
of our children and educating them will
pave the path of peace,” Shakira said. A
video from Carlos Vives spoke of the impor-
tance of signing the peace pact, but cau-
tioned that there was still a “long road
ahead before we can reach a durable
peace.” In 2014, two years after peace talks
were launched in Havana between the
Colombian government and FARC, Vives
composed the song “A Step Toward Peace,”
which he recorded along with some 30 oth-
er Colombian artists.

‘A Country that can Forgive’ 
Two Colombian soccer stars, Falcao and

Carlos “El Pibe” Valderrama, added their own
words of support. “I imagine a country capa-
ble of forgiving,” Falcao - whose full name is
Radamel Falcao Garcia Zarate - wrote in the

national daily El Tiempo. “What do I want?”
Valderrama asked in an interview with AFP
in early September in Bogota. “For my chil-
dren and grandchildren to live in peace, and
me as well in the years I have left,” he
answered.

Nairo Quintana, a winner of the Vuelta
de Espana, Spain’s most important cycling
race, also urged his fellow countrymen to
vote “Yes” today. So have writers and poets
like Hector Abad Faciolince, Santiago
Gamboa, Piedad Bonnett, and Juan Gabriel
Vasquez. Also supporting a “Yes” vote is the
Colombian-American actor John
Leguizamo.

Some ‘No’ Votes as Well 
However a minority of Colombian

celebrities have publicly opposed the peace
deal. Novelist and filmmaker Fernando
Vallejo has denounced president Santos as a
“low-life” for negotiating peace terms with
“the most harmful and criminal group
Colombia has ever known: the bandits of
FARC”. Writer Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza claims
that the pact could transform Colombia into
a 21st-century socialist country.

And John Jairo Velasquez, a former
enforcer for drug lord Pablo Escobar who
has admitted to killing at least 250 people
but who now presents himself as a deeply
remorseful truth-teller, has called for
Colombians to embrace the far right and
“stand together in favor of the ‘No’.” The
most prominent opponent is the Alvaro
Uribe, the popular hardline former presi-
dent (2002-2010). Uribe, now a senator,
claims that the peace deal gives impunity to
atrocities and opens the doors to “Castro-
Chavismo,” a reference to the leftist regimes
in Cuba and Venezuela. — AFP 

Shakira joins Colombia stars 
supporting FARC peace deal

CALI, Colombia: A placard urging to vote “YES” in the upcoming referendum on the
peace agreement is seen at the Ermita church on Friday. — AFP 

NEW YORK: In this Sept 29, 2016 photo, artist Joseph Reginella poses for a photo in the Staten
Island borough with the cast bronze faux monument dedicated to the memory of the victims
of the steam ferry Cornelius G Kolff. — AP 


