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CARACAS: Opponents of Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro claimed to have
mobilized a million demonstrators Thursday
in the biggest rally in decades, vowing weekly
mass protests to demand a referendum on
ousting him from power. Police deployed in
their hundreds to keep anti-government pro-
testers angry at food and medicine shortages
apart from Maduro’s supporters, who vowed
to defend his “socialist revolution”. The rallies
raised fears of violence in the oil-rich South
American state, where anti-government
protests in 2014 led to clashes with police that
left 43 people dead.

The leader of the opposition Democratic
Unity Roundtable, Jesus Torrealba, told AFP it
was the “biggest rally in recent decades” with
“between 950,000 and 1.1 million people” tak-
ing part. Demonstrators dressed in white
marched in the east of the capital, yelling
“Venezuela is hungry” and “This government
is going to fall.” “We either come out to march
or we will die of hunger. We are no longer
afraid of the government,” said one demon-
strator, Ana Gonzalez, 53.

The rallies come at a highly volatile time for
Venezuela, where a plunge in prices for oil
exports has led to shortages, violent crime
and outbreaks of looting. “This is a historic

march. Today begins a definitive stage in this
struggle,” Torrealba said.

‘People’ for Maduro 
Thousands of Maduro supporters in red T-

shirts and caps meanwhile rallied in the cen-
tral Plaza Bolivar yelling to their leader: “The
people are with you.” Maduro estimated his
supporters’ turnout at up to 30,000. “Today
we have defeated a coup d’etat,” he told the
crowd. “They have failed once again. The vic-
tory is ours.” The opposition blames Maduro
for the economic crisis and wants a referen-
dum on removing him from power. He has
branded the effort a right-wing “coup”. “We
are here at the call of our president, to defend
the revolution,” said 37-year-old housewife
Carolina Aponte at the pro-government rally.

The authorities arrested three opposition
leaders in the days ahead of the march. Senior
opposition figure Henrique Capriles said on
Thursday that two mayors had also been
arrested. Thursday’s marches remained mostly
peaceful, finishing in the mid-afternoon, but
isolated clashes between demonstrators and
security officers did occur, with some violent
incidents reported in other cities. After the
protest, state security agents fired tear gas
against protestors who tried to block the main

highway of the city after a group of masked
men threw stones at some officers. Opposition
leaders and human rights organizations also
reported outbreaks of violence in Maracay and

San Cristobal. The MUD said in a statement it
would hold two further nationwide demonstra-
tions: at electoral offices on Sept 7, and a
“national mobilization day” on Sept 14. — AFP

‘Biggest demo in decades’ pressures Maduro

TAMPA, Florida: Wind and rain from Hurricane Hermine top-
pled trees and power lines along Florida’s northern Gulf Coast,
inundating coastal areas with storm surges before it weak-
ened to a tropical storm over land and plowed toward the
Atlantic Coast yesterday. Hermine made landfall early yester-
day near St Marks, Florida, 20 miles south of the capital of
Tallahassee, dumping heavy rains and packing winds of 80
mph (130 km/h), leaving tens of thousands of households
without power along Florida’s Gulf Coast.

No injuries were immediately reported. It was the first hur-
ricane to make landfall in Florida since Wilma more than a
decade ago. A weakening Hermine moved across southern
Georgia, blowing winds of 60 miles per hour (95 km) at 8 am
EDT, (noon GMT), according to the National Hurricane Center.
The tropical storm was expected to reach the coastal Carolinas
later yesterday, then move offshore from North Carolina
today. Forecasters said it could restrengthen over the sea.

In Cedar Key, an island community in northwest Florida,
waters rose more than 9.5 feet (2.9 meters), among the high-
est surges ever seen, according to the National Weather
Service (NWS) in Tallahassee. “It is a mess,” Virgil Sandlin, the
Cedar Key police chief told the Weather Channel television
network. “We have high water in numerous places.”

Some 170,000 people were without power in the affected
region yesterday morning, WCTV television in Tallahassee
reported. More than half of Tallahassee had lost power, the

NWS said. By Friday morning, the storm barreled across south-
eastern Georgia, where thousands were without power. On its
current path, the storm could dump as much as 15 inches (38
cm) of rain on coastal Georgia, which was under a tropical
storm watch, and the Carolinas. Forecasters warned of “life-
threatening” floods and flash floods. The governors of Georgia
and North Carolina declared emergencies in affected regions.

A tropical storm watch extended north to New Jersey with
Hermine expected to be felt over the US Labor Day holiday
weekend by tens of millions of Americans living along the
Atlantic Coast. Yet as it made its way north, the storm
whipped up heavy rain across Florida’s Gulf Coast yesterday
morning. Communities as far south as Tampa shut roads due
to flooding. Schools in 35 of the state’s 67 counties were
closed, Florida Governor Rick Scott said on Twitter. In
advance of the storm, he had declared a state of emergency
in 51 counties. As the sun rose yesterday morning on
Hudson Beach, just north of Tampa, cars sat askew in the
middle of flooded out roads. Palm fronds, tree branches and
garbage cans were scattered about. Overnight, Pasco
County crews rescued 18 people and brought them to shel-
ters after their homes were flooded in Hudson Beach and
nearby Green Key. Richard Jewett, 68, was rescued from his
home in nearby New Port Richey, around 1:30 am EDT (730
GMT) yesterday as emergency workers carried out a manda-
tory evacuation. — Reuters

CARACAS: Opposition activists march in the capital on Thursday. — AFP 

STIRLING, United Kingdom: Scotland’s First Minister Nicola
Sturgeon yesterday launched a major new survey on inde-
pendence, saying the Brexit vote had changed the conditions
that existed when Scotland voted against secession in 2014.
“Brexit raises afresh the issue of independence... It would allow
us to take control of our own
destiny,” Sturgeon told law-
makers from her Scottish
National Party, which favors
breaking off from the rest of
Britain. Centre-left leader
Sturgeon said the survey
would be  conducted through
a website and by polling party
members, aiming to reach
two million people, or around
half the electorate. The results
are due by St Andrew’s Day
on Nov 30 - celebrating
Scotland’s patron saint. “I
believe it is right that our par-
ty does now lead a new conversation on independence. It will
be a new debate, it will not be a re-run of 2014,” she said. Scots
are deeply divided on the issue and a new poll by YouGov
published on Friday found 54 percent were against independ-
ence and 46 percent in favor. In Scotland’s independence ref-
erendum two years ago, 55 percent voted against and 45 per-
cent in favour. But Sturgeon said she believed support for sep-
aration would increase once the effects of Brexit become clear
and argued that the weakness of the main opposition Labour
Party meant the center-right Conservatives could be in power
for decades to come. She called the Conservative govern-
ment’s failure to prepare for a “Leave” victory in the June EU
referendum “reckless and irresponsible” and warned the result
would badly damage the Scottish economy.

“I am not prepared to stand by and watch that happen
without a battle,” Sturgeon said, adding that she would seek
extra powers from London for Scotland to preserve EU ties to
help businesses and universities. Addressing Prime Minister
Theresa May she said: “You do not have a clear mandate to
take any part of the UK out of the single market” of the
European Union. May has spoken out against Scottish inde-
pendence and promised to involve Scotland in negotiations
on Britain’s future relationship with the EU. Britain as a whole
voted to leave the European Union by 52 percent to 48 per-
cent but in Scotland the result was 62 percent to 38 percent in
favor of staying in the EU. — AFP

Hurricane hammers Florida 
Hermine barrels north toward Atlantic Coast 

STEINHATCHEE, Florida: People walk pass debris and boats scattered across the road after Hurricane Hermine passed
the area yesterday. — AP 
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