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CARACAS: Opponents of the Venezuelan government vowed
fresh huge protests yesterday, upping the ante in their bid to
oust President Nicolas Maduro after a day of deadly clashes in
the oil-rich but beleaguered nation. A 17-year-old boy and a
23-year-old woman died after being shot Wednesday during
massive protests, and a soldier outside Caracas was said to
have been killed, bringing to eight the number of people killed
this month in a mounting political crisis.

Riot police fired tear gas to force back stone-throwing
demonstrators as hundreds of thousands of people fed up with
food shortages and demanding elections joined protest
marches in Caracas and several other cities. Thousands of
Maduro’s supporters held a counter-rally in central Caracas.
The opposition has accused Maduro of letting state forces and
gangs of armed thugs violently repress demonstrators as he
resists opposition pressure for him to quit.

Some disturbances continued into the night, with reports of
looted bakeries, supermarkets and food centers in western
Caracas. Despite Wednesday’s deadly violence, his opponents
displayed their determination to ratchet up the pressure by
calling for renewed protests yesterday. “Today there were mil-
lions of us,” senior opposition leader Henrique Capriles told a
news conference late Wednesday. “Tomorrow even more of us
have to come out.”

Shot in head    
The 17-year-old was shot by gunmen on motorbikes who

also threw tear gas canisters into a crowd of protesters,
Amadeo Leiva, head of the Clinicas Caracas Hospital which
treated him, said. The 23-year-old woman, Paola Ramirez, died
after being shot in the head in the western city of San Cristobal,
the state prosecution service said later in a statement. A pro-
government politician and reservist, Diosdado Cabello, said on
his television show that anti-Maduro activists had also “mur-
dered” a soldier in San Antonio de los Altos, a town just south
of Caracas, late Wednesday. Prosecutors confirmed the death.
Authorities had previously reported five other people killed,
including a boy of 13, in protests around the country earlier
this month. The opposition leader of congress, Julio Borges,
and Maduro’s vice president, Tareck El Aissami, traded blame
for Wednesday’s deadly violence.

Hour of combat   
Pressure on the leftist president has been mounting since

2014, as falling prices for Venezuela’s crucial oil exports have
aggravated an economic crisis. “I don’t have any food in the

fridge,” said protester Jean Tovar, 32, who held rocks in his
hands ready to throw at military police in Caracas. “I have a
two-year-old son to support and I am unemployed, and it is all
Maduro’s fault.” Recent moves by Maduro to tighten his grip
on power and ban Capriles from politics have escalated the
country’s political and economic crisis and sparked internation-
al cries of concern. They have galvanized the often divided
opposition in the recent protests in their efforts to force
Maduro from power. 

“We have to end this dictatorship. We’re fed up. We want
elections to get Maduro out, because he’s destroyed this coun-
try,” said protester Ingrid Chacon, a 54-year-old secretary. The
president in turn has urged his supporters, the military and
civilian militias to defend the socialist “Bolivarian revolution”
launched by his predecessor Hugo Chavez in 1999. “We are
firmly with Maduro out of loyalty to our eternal commander”
Chavez, said teacher Nancy Guzman, 50, demonstrating at
Maduro’s rally on Wednesday.

US concern    
The center-right opposition has called for the military-a pil-

lar of Maduro’s power-to abandon him. But the defense minis-
ter, General Vladimir Padrino Lopez, has pledged the army’s
“unconditional loyalty” to Maduro, who has accused the oppo-
sition of inciting a “coup” backed by the United States. In
Washington on Wednesday, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
said the United States is “concerned that the government of
Maduro is violating its own constitution and not allowing the
opposition to have their voices heard.”

Venezuelan Foreign Minister Delcy Rodriguez on Twitter
said her country “rejects” Tillerson’s statement, dubbing it “sys-
tematic interventionism.” Two television channels, El Tiempo of
Colombia and Todo Noticias of Argentina, said they were taken
off the air in Venezuela during Wednesday’s unrest.

Election talk   
According to a survey by pollster Venebarometro, seven in

10 Venezuelans disapprove of Maduro, whose term does not
end until 2019.Maduro said Wednesday he was willing to face
his opponents at the ballot box. “I want to have elections
soon... to seek a peaceful path so the Bolivian revolution can
put the conspirators, murderers and interventionist right-
wingers in their place,” he told a rally of supporters in central
Caracas. Regional elections due in December were indefinitely
postponed and there is still no date for local polls due this year.
The next presidential election is due in December 2018. —AFP 

Venezuela opposition vows 
fresh protests despite deaths
Maduro accused of repressing demonstrators

CARACAS: A demonstrator is assisted by others as they run away from tear gas canisters thrown by the police during a
rally against Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, in Caracas. — AFP

At least 16 killed in 
Colombia floods

BOGOTA: Flooding and mudslides in central Colombia have
killed at least 16 people, government disaster relief authorities
said Wednesday, causing alarm in a country still recovering from
recent mudslides that killed hundreds. At least seven people are
missing after torrential rains lashed the city of Manizales, gov-
ernment officials said, raising fears the death toll could soar as it
did earlier this month in the southern city of Mocoa.

There, at least 323 people including more than 100 children
were killed when heavy rain caused three mountain rivers to
flood on March 31, hurling a tidal wave of mud and boulders
into the city. Manizales “is literally cut off by rock slides, mud-
slides, floods,” Mayor Jose Octavio Cardona told local radio sta-
tions. He said the city had been on alert after days of heavy rain,
which turned to a torrential downpour overnight.

President Juan Manuel Santos suspended his official agen-
da to travel to the city, the capital of Caldas department-
which is, like Mocoa, a remote and difficult region to access.
“This is a product of climate change,” he told reporters, calling
to “take care” of the environment to avoid such catastrophes.
He said on Twitter he had ordered officials from the emer-
gency agency and transport ministries to the city to assess
the “grave situation.” Emergency officials said eight neigh-
borhoods had been hit by flooding or mudslides, including
one where several homes were buried. Classes in Manizales-
where some 400,000 people live-as well as water, electricity
and gas services in affected neighborhoods were suspended
as a precaution. —AFP 

COLOMBIA: General view after mudslides in Manizales,
Caldas department, Colombia. — AFP

Kenya leader warns against 
violence as poll fever hits

NAIROBI: Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta warned yesterday
against violence as election season gets into full swing, with
chaotic party primaries already leading to bloody scuffles. East
Africa’s largest economy holds a general election on August 8, a
decade after disputed poll results fuelled violence that left more
than 1,100 dead and hundreds of thousands displaced. “As a
party, we will not tolerate violence. 

As president, I will also not tolerate violence and anybody
who engages in acts of violence will be dealt with in accordance
with the law, irrespective of who they are,” Kenyatta told a press
conference in Nairobi. Kenyatta, 55, is seeking a second term in
office with his Jubilee Party and will again run alongside his
deputy William Ruto. In Kenya, politics is hard-fought and victo-
ry decided in large part along ethnic lines, with political alliances
mostly based on who can lure which votes from the “Big Five”-
the main ethnic groups who can influence the outcome of the
vote. The two men’s alliance in 2013 brought together two eth-
nic groups who had clashed violently in 2007, Kenyatta’s majori-
ty Kikuyu tribe and Ruto’s Kalenjin. They also managed to win
despite crimes against humanity charges at the International
Criminal Court (ICC) over their role in the 2007 violence which
were later dropped.

Big announcement
In a bid to unseat the powerful team, five opposition heavy-

weights have united in a coalition called NASA but have spent
months agonizing over the winning combination of flag-bearers
that will draw in the most votes from key tribes. At a large rally
on Thursday opposition party leader Moses Wetangula said the
“big announcement” would be made next Thursday, just over
100 days from voting-a fact the ruling party has used to paint
the opposition as disorganized and rudderless. —AFP 


