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CARACAS: With his popularity battered
by food shortages, economic chaos and
rampant crime, it is hard to understand
how Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro has clung to power. What is
keeping the socialist leader in place as
his country teeters on the brink of col-
lapse? And when, if ever, will Venezuela
reach the tipping point?  Here is a look
at the levers of power in Venezuela, and
how Maduro retains his grip on them.

Military
Maduro’s opponents urged the mili-

tary to take a stand for democracy this
week after the latest twist in the crisis,
when the Supreme Court seized legisla-
tive power from congress. But Maduro is
a master at keeping the army on his
side. The power of the Venezuelan
Armed Forces-already vast under late
president Hugo Chavez, a former officer-
has only grown under his protege
Maduro. Eleven of Maduro’s 32 ministers
are current or retired officers. The mili-
tary controls food production and distri-
bution, plus a string of state-run compa-
nies in oil, television, banking and other
power ful industries.   Maduro “has
bought their loyalty,” said political ana-
lyst Benigno Alarcon. The government
allegedly cares little what the generals
do with their power. “There are reports
that various (officers) have close ties to

drug trafficking and other criminal
enterprises,” said Michael Shifter, presi-
dent of the Inter-American Dialogue
research institute.

Institutions 
Since Chavez came to power in 1999

and declared a socialist “revolution,” his
movement has taken over nearly all the
country’s institutions.  “Chavistas” domi-
nate the courts, the media and state oil
company PDVSA. When Maduro’s party
lost legislative elections in 2015 - forc-
ing it to share power for the first time-
the outgoing legislature named 13 new
judges to the 32-member Supreme
Court. The “Chavistas” have virtually tak-
en over the broadcast media, buying up
independent T V networks. “Maduro
does his utmost to silence independent
media outlets,” watchdog group
Reporters Without Borders said last year.
Maduro also wields control over the
world’s largest oil reserves through
PDVSA-where he is reportedly about to
name an even stauncher loyalist as chief
executive, Oil Minister Nelson Martinez.

Divided, jailed opposition 
Maduro also benefits from opposition

infighting. The main opposition, the
Democratic Unity Roundtable (MUD), is
an unwieldy coalition of some 30 parties.
They tend to the center-right, but span

the entire political spectrum.  They have
struggled to settle on a strategy. And
when they rise up in protest, the authori-
ties often throw them in jail.   One
notable example is hardline Maduro
opponent Leopoldo Lopez, who is serv-
ing a 14-year sentence on charges of
inciting unrest at protests in 2014.

Hunger and fear 
The opposition has meanwhile strug-

gled to get Venezuelans to take to the
streets. Seven in 10 Venezuelans disap-
prove of Maduro, according to pollster
Venebarometro, but often they are too
busy standing in line to buy scarce food.
There is also residual fear from violent
protests of the past. In 2014, 43 people
died in clashes. Heavily armed police,
troops and pro-Chavez militants are reg-
ularly present at protests. For some
Venezuelans, especially the poor, there
is lingering loyalty to “Chavismo” for
spreading the wealth in the oil boom
years. Others no longer have the energy
to care. “I don’t support either side,”
Yandry Diaz, 18, who works in a shoe
shop said. “What they want is to have us
in the street, fighting and killing each
other so that they can hold power.”

This is Latin America
Venezuela’s crisis has the rest of Latin

America increasingly worried. Yet the

region has done relatively little to pres-
sure Maduro so far.   That is partly
because of Venezuela’s largesse with its
oil  wealth.  For years Chavez and
Maduro sold cut-rade crude to regional
allies in Petrocaribe, a 17-nation club-
though hard times have taken their toll
on the flow. Maduro is also the current
poster boy for a fiery brand of anti-US
rhetoric that unites the Latin American
left, which loves to hate what it calls the
domineering neighbor to the north.
Regional pressure is increasing, howev-

er, as right-wing governments have
come to power in former all ies
Argentina, Brazil and Peru.

Weak international response
The international community has

largely stood by. The most prominent
intervention was by Pope Francis, who
convinced the government and opposi-
tion to sit down to talks in November.
They sputtered and then collapsed-fur-
ther dividing the opposition and buying
Maduro more time.—AFP 

Why is Maduro still in power in Venezuela?

Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro speaks during an appearance in
Caracas.— AFP 

CARACAS: A Venezuelan government supporter scuffles with National Guard personnel in riot gear during a protest in front of the Supreme
Court in Caracas on March 31, 2017. —AFP 

CARACAS: Venezuela’s president urged the
Supreme Court yesterday to review a decision
stripping congress of its last powers, after the
move to nullify the lawmaking body set off a storm
of criticism from the opposition and foreign gov-
ernments. It was a rare instance of President
Nicolas Maduro appearing to back away from a
controversial move. The announcement came just
hours before the opposition hoped to mount a
major protest in Caracas against what it had called
an attempted coup.  Maduro made the address
after an emergency Friday night meeting of the
National Security Council that was boycotted by
congress leaders.

The embattled socialist president announced
that the council was supporting a review by the
court “with the goal of maintaining institutional
stabil ity.” “April  is  starting on a good step.
Constitutional victory!” Maduro with a grin, sur-
rounded by a dozen officials after the emergency
meeting. Opposition leaders were quick to con-
demn the announcement as a ploy that did little
to alleviate the crisis.  Some said Saturday ’s
protests would go ahead regardless. “Let’s be
absolutely clear,” said Freddy Guevara, first vice
president of the National Assembly. “A revision of a
decision that leaves everything like before doesn’t
resolve a coup.”

‘Political lynching’ 
The three-hour meeting capped an extraordi-

nary day in which Venezuela’s chief prosecutor and
long-time loyalist of the socialist government
broke with the Maduro administration and
denounced the court ruling. Luisa Ortega Diaz said
it was her “unavoidable historical duty” as the
nation’s top judicial authority to decry the ruling
against the opposition-controlled National
Assembly as a “rupture” of the constitutional order.
“We call for reflection so that the democratic path
can be retaken,” she said to the loud applause of
aides around her. Maduro convoked the National
Security Council seeking to calm the political
uproar, though at least one key member refused to
attend. About a dozen officials were present at the
session, but among those notably absent was con-
gress president Julio Borges, who said the meeting
was no more than a circus act created for a conven-
ient photo opportunity by the same person the
opposition blames for the country’s troubles. “In
Venezuela the only dialogue possible is the vote,”
Borges said.  Maduro, dressed in black and waving
a small blue book containing the Venezuelan con-
stitution early in the televised meeting, likened the
international condemnation of this week’s
Supreme Court decision to a “political lynching.”

On Friday, troops from the National Guard fired
buckshot and swung batons at students protesting
in front of the Supreme Court. A few people were
arrested and some journalists covering the demon-
stration had their cameras taken. A few small
protests popped up elsewhere in the capital.
Larger demonstrations were expected Saturday in

what opposition leaders hoped would be a big
turnout to denounce Maduro and call for elections.

“We all have to get out - for the dignity of our
country, the dignity of our children and the dignity
of Venezuela,” Borges said in urging Venezuelans to
join in protests. The Supreme Court ruled late
Wednesday that until lawmakers abided by previ-
ous rulings that nullified all legislation passed by
congress, the high court could assume the consti-
tutionally assigned powers of the National
Assembly, which has been controlled by the oppo-
sition since it won a landslide victory in elections in
late 2015. Friday brought a second day of condem-
nations of the ruling by the United States and gov-
ernments across Latin America. The head of the
Organization of American States likened the deci-
sion to a “self-inflicted coup” by the leftist Maduro,
and the United Nations’ top human rights official
urged the high court to reverse its decision.

The OAS announced that it would hold an
emergency meeting at its Washington headquar-
ters Monday to discuss the situation in Venezuela.
Opposition leaders, long-marginalized during the
past 17 years of socialist rule, called on other public
officials to follow Ortega Diaz’s example in repudi-
ating the court’s ruling. Some urged the military,
the traditional arbiter of political disputes in
Venezuela, to defend the constitution drafted by
late President Hugo Chavez. “You have a new
opportunity to show the country and international
community if you are with the dictatorship or want

your children and grandchildren to grow and live in
a country where there’s democracy and liberty,”
said David Smolansky, a Caracas area mayor.  

Right-wing, fascist
The normally ever-present Maduro was conspic-

uously silent during much of the two days of tur-
moil, but then he went on state TV to argue that
Venezuela’s institutions are operating normally.
Alluding to criticism of the court’s ruling, he said it
is the government’s “right-wing, fascist” opponents
who are attempting to break the constitutional
order, but said his foes would be left with “their
cold champagne, uncorked.” Still, Maduro also
called for renewed dialogue between the govern-
ment and the opposition, saying that is the only
path to resolving Venezuela’s political crisis.  “I’m
ready with whoever is willing,” he said.

Colombia, Chile and Peru withdrew their
ambassadors over the ruling. “This clearly destroys
the most important pillar of any democracy, which
is popular representation,” Colombian President
Juan Manuel Santos said. The South American
trade bloc Mercosur, which suspended Venezuela
in December, called an emergency meeting for
Saturday in Argentina. OAS will hold a special ses-
sion Monday, Secretary General Luis Almagro said.
Its two other meetings this past week ended with
20 governments led by the US and Mexico voicing
deep concern but no concrete actions to hold
Maduro accountable.— AP 

After outcry, Venezuela’s Maduro 
announces review of ‘power grab’

A rare instance; President backing away
BRASILIA: Brazilian President Michel Temer
already has a world of trouble to deal with
and next week a court could in theory annul
his presidency altogether. Temer is widely
expected to find a way to escape this. But
the mere fact that a court is considering
such a thing shows the depths of uncertain-
ty in Latin America’s biggest country as it
wallows in a huge corruption scandal and a
two-year recession. The issue dates back to
2014 when Temer was vice president on the
winning ticket of leftist Dilma Rousseff’s
reelection to the presidency.

They are accused-as are swaths of other
politicians-of taking undeclared campaign
funds from corrupt donors. The Supreme
Electoral Court’s job is to rule on whether
the election was fatally compromised.
Deliberations will begin Tuesday and are
scheduled to run through the week. If the
court decides to annul the 2014 results,
new elections would be organized or the
country ’s highly discredited Congress
would pick an interim leader. Many analysts
think the government will succeed in fend-
ing off this doomsday decision. However,
the case highlights the dizzying fall of
Brazil from its days as an emerging markets
powerhouse and increasingly respected
international player up until around 2010.

Brazil is still traumatized by last year’s
impeachment of Rousseff for illegal gov-
ernment accounting practices, bringing
Temer, her conservative coalition partner,
to power. Since he took over, Temer has
been plagued by rock-bottom approval
ratings and a wave of corruption allega-
tions against his allies. Despite his unpopu-
larity, Temer says he will push through far-
reaching austerity reforms to fix the bro-
ken budget and serve out the rest of
Rousseff’s original term until scheduled

elections at the end of 2018. First he has to
survive next week.

‘Total calm’   
Many think he will manage. “There’s total

calm. The president has time on his side,
because there are many legal options,” said
a government source, who asked not to be
named. Temer’s center-right PMDB party
and allied parties control Congress and they
have the backing of big business. There is
little appetite for yet another abrupt
change of president just when economic
reforms are underway. One way of kicking
the can down the road would be if defense
lawyers succeed in asking for more time to
answer the case. The court itself may decide
it needs more time to study the huge quan-
tity of evidence. Another option is that the
court could decide that Rousseff and Temer
did take illegal donations but that the evi-
dence does not support annulling their vic-
tory. It is also possible that the court will
rule to scrap Rousseff’s victory, while find-
ing Temer not guilty and able to carry on.

Even better for Temer, “the court may
rule the accusation is unfounded and leave
everything as it is. It ’s entirely feasible
because the president (of the court) Gilmar
Mendes has worked to bring this about,”
said law professor Michael Mohallem, at
the Getulio Vargas Foundation in Rio de
Janeiro. “There are major possibilities that
this will happen,” he said. Brazilian media
report that the judge overseeing the case,
Herman Benjamin, will recommend full
sanctions against Rousseff and Temer, with
new elections. However, Temer has another
card up his sleeve: He picked a new judge
for the court Friday and will fill another
vacancy in May, with a third opening up in
September.— AFP 

Brazil court to decide whether 
presidential election was valid

RIO DE JANEIRO: Demonstrators take part in a national protest against the social wel-
fare reform bill introduced by the government of President Michel Temer, which seeks
to extend the years of contributions and raise the minimum age for retirement. —AFP 

NEW YORK: If it weren’t for his blond hair and
blue eyes, Justus Rosenberg may have never
lived to tell the tale of his little-known role in
helping hundreds of artists and other intellectu-
als escape Nazi-occupied France. The journey of
this man-who still teaches at Bard College in
upstate New York at age 96 after a decades-long
professorial career-is a fascinating one that land-
ed him France’s highest honor this week.
Rosenberg is believed to be the last surviving
member of an anti-fascist smuggling network set
up by Varian Fry, a journalist dubbed America’s
Schindler.

Fry headed to the southern French city of
Marseille in 1940 with just $3,000 and a list of
about 200 people to try to save. In the end, he
shepherded to safety about 2,000 people via the
American-sponsored Emergency Rescue
Committee, including artists Marc Chagall, Andre
Breton and Max Ernst. Rosenberg, who was just
19 at the time but looked younger and sported
stereotypically “Aryan” features despite his Polish
Jewish background, was the perfect courier for
Fry’s network.

He delivered messages to refugees and
searched for possible routes for safe passage,
including through Spain. Rosenberg later served
with the French Resistance and the US Army.
Through his wartime actions and his continued
fight against hate today, Rosenberg is a “living
reminder of where history can take us if we lose
our vigilance as informed and engaged citizens,”
French Ambassador Gerard Araud said Thursday
in handing him the Legion of Honor in New York. 

But this short, grey-bearded man doesn’t por-
tray himself as a hero. “It really was more of an
adventure at the time. It was very romantic,”
Rosenberg told AFP in a recent interview, his eyes
shining brightly as he spoke in French.
“Afterwards, yes, I realized. But I did always won-
der, why were we only helping the intellectuals,
why not ordinary people too? Don’t they also
have the right to live? It was very selective.” He
arrived in France after leaving his hometown, the
Free City of Danzig, now known as Gdansk, in
Poland. A top student, he was excluded from his
school by anti-Jewish laws, so his parents sent him
to Paris in 1937 to complete his studies.—AFP

S Sudan’s war creates 
a new lost generation

BIDI BIDI: Six-year-old Santo proudly wears a
Harvard T-shirt as if he has just been accepted
into the elite institution, but its warped letter-
ing, layers of dirt and gaping holes say more
about the young refugee’s future. After flee-
ing South Sudan’s three-year civil war, Santo
and his family have found themselves in the
bleak Bidi Bidi settlement in northern
Uganda, among hundreds of thousands of
people who make up the world’s fastest-
growing refugee crisis.

Santo’s father, Godfrey Moro, described
desolate conditions for his son: no school, no
electricity or running water, a shortage of
food and little respite from the sweltering
sun. As Moro spoke to The Associated Press,
the young boy gnawed at his own hands to
keep himself entertained. “The war has affect-
ed these children in so many ways,” Moro said.
South Sudan is known for its “lost boys,”
roughly 20,000 orphans who trekked across
southern Sudan in the 1980s during the
region’s struggle for independence. 

Three decades later, young Santo is part of
another lost generation of children whose
new nation, barely older than themselves, has
been ripped apart by fighting. As UN officials
warn of ethnic cleansing, their data create a
harrowing portrait of innocence lost: More
than 200,000 children are at risk of death

caused by a lack of food. More than 17,000
have been child soldiers for the government
or various rebel groups. And UN officials say
they are increasingly worried about children
killing themselves in crowded UN-run dis-
placement sites across South Sudan under
grim conditions.

South Sudanese officials acknowledge the
challenges. “Schools are left in ruins, some
occupied by warring forces, death of innocent
people is rampant,” Michael Lopuke, an
undersecretary at the ministry of education,
said in an email.  Joyce and Florence are two
teenage girls in the Bidi Bidi refugee settle-
ment where more than 270,000 people have
arrived since July, when fighting erupted
again in South Sudan’s capital. Each girl lost
her parents during ethnically targeted killings
in September. Each found a welcoming foster
family in Moro and his wife and children.

When asked why the adults had been
fighting back home, Joyce struggled to
explain the intricacies of a war that has
upended her life. “I don’t know,” she said shyly.
The two girls are part of a growing popula-
tion of children left orphaned by the civil war.
Roughly 25 percent of the students in the Bidi
Bidi settlement are orphans, according to
Amanda David, a head teacher at one of the
newly created schools. —AP 

Justus Rosenberg: College 
Professor, savior of Jews


