
Days before masked agents arrested him, family and friends
pleaded with Eulogio Del Pino to flee, warning that he could be
next among executives detained or pursued, one after another,
in a mounting purge of Venezuela’s faltering oil industry. But
the former oil minister, detained by police before dawn on Nov
30, was reluctant to believe he could soon be among those tar-
geted in what President Nicolas Maduro has characterized as a
cleanup of the all-important sector. “I told him: ‘Go!’,” said one
of three people who described the leadup to the former minis-
ter’s detention. “But he told me ‘I haven’t done anything wrong.
I trust that they’re not going to do anything bad to me.’”

That trust, the product of three years in which Del Pino held
the top two jobs in Venezuela’s oil ministry, now appears alarm-
ingly misplaced. Maduro is charging Del Pino and many other
former industry executives with corruption and blaming them
for economic woes now crippling the Andean nation. “I’m not
going to shield anyone,” Maduro said in a speech on Nov 28, as
he swore in a general who replaced Del Pino as oil minister. “If
you’re corrupt, you have to pay with jail and return what
you’ve stolen.”

The crackdown has led to uncertainty, panic and paranoia
across the sector, with as many as 65 former executives arrest-
ed over the past four months. Prosecutors, critics say, have
provided scant evidence for the charges. Corruption has long
plagued the OPEC member’s oil industry and much of the
broader Maduro government, a leftist administration struggling
with an imploding economy, soaring crime and debilitated pub-
lic services.

But critics of Maduro’s beleaguered administration, and
many within the oil industry itself, see the purge as nothing
more than an effort to eliminate rivals within the sector and
consolidate control ahead of presidential elections next year.
“Maduro wants control of PDVSA and control of its cash flow,”
said opposition legislator and economist Angel Alvarado, using
the initials for state-controlled oil company Petroleos de
Venezuela SA.

‘I need a rest’ 
It is not clear whether any of the charges against Del Pino

are substantiated. Prosecutors, without presenting any evi-
dence, accused him of belonging to a “cartel” that operated a
roughly $500 million corruption scheme in the western state of
Zulia. But the Stanford-educated engineer, who led the ministry
until Nov 26 and PDVSA for three years before that, was pre-
viously known as a government loyalist, committed to Maduro’s
vision for “21st century socialism”.

Only after he was ousted from the ministry, the three people
familiar with his arrest said, did Del Pino finally begin to believe
that his time was probably up. His final days as a free man illus-

trate how swiftly fortunes can shift for even senior officials in
Maduro’s government. Just after his firing, Del Pino told
Reuters in a WhatsApp message: “I need a rest.” On Nov 29,
three days after his ouster, an exhausted Del Pino went to Avila,
a verdant mountain that towers over Caracas, the capital,
where he liked to hike, one of the people said.

Del Pino found a quiet spot under a tree and recorded a
video on his cell phone. He said he believed he was about to
become a “victim” of an “unjustified attack”. Before sunlight the
following morning, hooded and armed military intelligence
agents burst into his home and arrested him. Footage of the
detention showed Del Pino wearing the burgundy-colored soc-
cer shirt of Venezuela’s national team.

Later that day, the video Del Pino recorded appeared on his
Twitter account. “I hope the revolution will give me the right to
a legitimate defense,” he said, referring to the government in

the militant terms embraced by Maduro.  Del Pino did not
respond to requests for comment on WhatsApp, where he had
recently changed his profile picture from one of him in a
PDVSA hat to one of his children.

After Del Pino’s detention, stunned workers at PDVSA’s
Caracas headquarters, where he was generally well-liked,
watched the state TV footage on screens in company elevators.
Fear has gripped employees at both institutions, according to a
half-dozen current and former PDVSA insiders as well as for-
eign oil executives. Managers are scared to sign routine docu-
ments in case it could be used against them.

Fall from grace 
Maduro promoted Del Pino, who was born in the Canary

Islands and holds a Spanish passport, from PDVSA’s explo-
ration and production division to the company’s top job in
2014. At the time, foreign oil executives and analysts largely
welcomed the arrival of the genial and low-profile technocrat.

He replaced Rafael Ramirez, a once-powerful loyalist of the late
Hugo Chavez, Maduro’s predecessor. Ramirez, who dominated
Venezuela’s oil industry for a decade, sought to make PDVSA
“redder than red.” He urged workers to wear red shirts in sup-
port of Chavez’s socialist movement and to attend pro-govern-
ment rallies. 

Del Pino, by contrast, eased up on revolutionary garb and
attendance at militant gatherings. He also sought closer rela-
tionships with foreign partners frustrated by currency controls
and a lack of professionalism at PDVSA. Still, many PDVSA
insiders and oil executives were ultimately disappointed with
Del Pino’s management. Instead of improvements, he presided
over a major production fall that brought Venezuela’s oil output
to near 30 year-lows. 

Del Pino ultimately found his hands tied at a company
where intervention by the government is common. Last
January, Maduro replaced many of his top executives with
political and military appointees. Whether Del Pino and other
arrested executives are ultimately found guilty or not, many in
Venezuela see opportunism behind the ongoing purge, not a
concerted effort to stamp out graft. The industry, after all, has
been under tight control of the ruling Socialist Party since
shortly after Chavez came to power in 1998.

Although the government ridiculed a report last year by the
opposition-run Congress, finding that some $11 billion went
missing at PDVSA over a decade, it now recognizes that many
voters support the anti-corruption stances espoused by rivals.
“The opposition has been pushing for a fight against corrup-
tion, and now Maduro wants to appropriate that,” said
Alvarado, the opposition lawmaker.

After surviving major protests this year and pushing
through a controversial pro-government legislative super-
body, Maduro is feeling empowered, government officials
said. He seeks to fortify his position for re-election next year.
He is also expected to continue finding ways to target per-
ceived threats to his political power. Some in Venezuela see
Del Pino’s arrest as a way of getting at an old rival: Ramirez,
the former PDVSA boss. 

Ramirez, until recently Venezuela’s envoy to the United
Nations, is believed by many in the government to have presi-
dential ambitions. Although Ramirez has not been mentioned
by prosecutors, senior government officials increasingly refer
to his time at PDVSA as a period when “mafias” were formed
and executives like Del Pino grew ascendant. This week, after
Ramirez criticized the president in recent opinion articles
online, Maduro fired him and summoned him back to Caracas,
according to people familiar with the clash. Late Friday, police
arrested Diego Salazar, a relative of Ramirez, in what prosec-
turos said was another corruption investigation. —Reuters
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Arab, Turkish and 
Iranian opinions on 
regional conflicts

By Dr James J Zogby 

Most Arabs have little confidence in the Trump administration’s abil-
ity to solve the Israeli/Palestinian conflict and many have lost hope
that a resolution is even possible. At the same time, it appears that
the West’s hostility toward Iran has produced a noticeable and
potentially worrisome backlash in Iranian public opinion. These
were just two of the findings of the most recent Zogby Research
Services (ZRS) nine nation Middle East poll. 

Each year, for the past seven, ZRS has been given the opportu-
nity to poll public opinion across the Middle East for the Sir Bani
Yas Forum, a gathering of thought leaders hosted by the UAE
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Washington-based Center for
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). This year ZRS surveyed
7,800 respondents in seven Arab countries (Egypt, Lebanon,
Jordan, Palestine, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE), Turkey, and Iran.
The face-to-face polling was conducted from Aug 24 to Sept 19
and covered a range of issues currently unfolding across the region. 

Some highlights: Russia is increasingly seen as an important
player in the region despite substantial disapproval with its role in
Syria. The regional policies of the new Trump Administration are
viewed unfavorably in most countries, except Turkey, Saudi Arabia,
and the UAE - which give the US high marks for its role in Syria and
Iraq. And while Iraqis, themselves, are divided on the US role in their
country, they have an even more negative view of Iran’s involvement.
These and other findings can be seen in the full report, but the results
relating to Israel/Palestine and Iran are what I want to explore in this
article since, in anticipation of the Trump Administration’s “Great
Deal” and their decertification of the “Iran Deal”, these issues loom
large in current US foreign policy discussions. 

Many Arabs appear to have lost faith in finding a resolution to
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Only in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the
UAE are majorities still inclined to support a two-state solution, while
more than 40 percent of Lebanese, Jordanians, and Palestinians now
say they no longer believe any solution is possible. There is little con-
fidence in the Trump administration’s ability to resolve the conflict.
Almost two-thirds of Lebanese, Jordanians, Iraqis, and Palestinians
give the US Administration a no-confidence vote, while significantly
higher percentages of Saudis, Egyptians, and Emiratis share that
negative view of Trump’s efforts. There is also little appetite for the
much-discussed proposal to form an Arab-Israeli alliance to fight
extremist groups and confront Iran’s regional role. About one-half of
Egyptians, Saudis, Emiratis, and Iraqis would support such an
alliance, ONLY IF “Israel were to end its occupation of Palestinian
lands and fulfill the terms of the Arab Peace Initiative (API).”
However, it is worth noting that one-half of Jordanians, Saudis, and
Emiratis state that they would be opposed to such a partnership
EVEN IF Israel were to fulfill the terms of the API.  

With the occupation now in its 50th year, the outlook of
Palestinians has become decidedly gloomy. One-third of
Palestinians report that they or their family members have been vic-
tims of violence at the hands of the Israeli military or settlers. This
has taken a toll. Two-thirds still support the API but, as has been
noted, they have lost confidence in efforts to end the conflict.
Almost two in five Palestinians now say they are ready for a one-
state solution. More than one-half are not satisfied with the per-
formance of the Palestinian Authority and more than two-thirds are
dissatisfied with Hamas. Seventy percent say they want the
Palestinian parties to work for unity, but two-thirds have no confi-
dence that such unity will actually be achieved. High levels of anger
directed at Israel and frustration with their own leadership among
Palestinians coupled with a lack of confidence in US intentions
across the Arab World set the stage for the Trump Administration’s
peace proposals. While we know that the public opinion does not,
by itself, make policy, attention must be paid to the consequences of
ignoring widely and deeply held views - especially in an area as
sensitive as that of the Israel/Palestine conflict. 

Iran’s role 
Iran is seen as playing a negative role across the Arab World.

Only in Lebanon does a slight majority see relations with Iran as
important. In every other Arab country, relations with Iran are
viewed as unimportant - including Iraq where only 30 percent
approve of relations with their powerful neighbor. Iran’s involve-
ments in Syria and Iraq are viewed unfavorably by publics in every
Arab country - including by Iraqis, themselves. 

As for the “Iran Deal” (JCPOA), Arab opinion in most countries
is deeply divided. A majority of Emiratis, and pluralities in Saudi
Arabia, Jordan, and Iraq want to scrap the deal. Only in Lebanon
and Saudi Arabia does support for the JCPOA reach as high as
one-third. Iranians, themselves, are disappointed with the JCPOA
with only one-quarter of Iranians saying they are satisfied with its
implementation. Three-quarters feel that while Iran has met its obli-
gations, the West has not done so, with many expressing the view
that the West has no intention of doing so because of continuing
hostility toward Iran. 

The impact of this frustration with the JCPOA and the feeling
that the West remains hostile toward them has had a hardening
impact on Iranian opinion. While the public’s support for their gov-
ernment’s involvements in regional conflicts in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon,
and Yemen had steadily declined from high positive levels of sup-
port in 2014 to decidedly negative attitudes in 2016, in this year’s
survey support for Iran’s regional adventures is back up to near
2014 levels. This backlash against the West has been the subject of
recent news reports, but our survey provides the first hard evidence
of this development. This points to a dilemma for policy makers.
Clearly Iran’s regional meddling must be challenged. It is nearly uni-
formly opposed by publics in every Arab country and, as has been
noted, even Iraqis are wary of Iran’s involvement in their country.
The challenge is to find a way forward to confront Iran’s regional
role, hold them accountable for their nuclear program, while at the
same time not solidifying Iranian support for their government’s for-
eign policies.

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

Inside Venezuela’s oil industry purge

Face-to-face with 
Rohingya, pope 
ditches diplomacy
Pope Francis has gotten into trouble before for ditching
diplomatic protocol and calling a spade a spade, most
famously when he labeled the Ottoman-era slaughter of
Armenians a “genocide” from the altar of St Peter’s Basilica.
Francis took the hit - Turkey recalled its ambassador to the
Vatican in protest - for the sake of standing up for an
oppressed people who were nearly wiped off the map a
century ago.

Given the opportunity to do the same in Myanmar, where
the military has launched what the UN says is a campaign of
ethnic cleansing against the Rohingya Muslim minority,
Francis opted instead for diplomatic expediency. He not only
avoided the contested term “Rohingya” in his public
remarks, he ignored Asia’s worst refugee crisis in decades
entirely and didn’t call out his hosts for launching it.

Human rights groups complained. Rohingya complained.
Journalists and pundits asked if Francis’ legacy as a fearless
crusader for the world’s most marginal - the poor, home-
less, refugees and prisoners - wasn’t now in question. By
Friday, Francis’ heart won out. In an emotional encounter
with 16 Rohingya refugees, Francis said what he probably
wanted to say from the start. His voice trembling after he
greeted the men, women and children who had been forced
to flee their homes in Myanmar for wretched camps in
Bangladesh, Francis begged them for forgiveness for what
they had endured and the “indifference of the world” to
their plight.

“The presence of God today also is called ‘Rohingya,’” he
told them. And with that one word, Francis erased days of

speculation that the tell-it-like-it-is, protocol-be-damned
pope had sold out to the professional diplomats at the
Vatican who were willing to deny a persecuted minority their
very identity for the sake of global and local church politics.

The Vatican had defended Francis’ initial silence as nec-
essary for the sake of “building bridges” with
Myanmar, which only established diplomatic
relations with the Holy See in May.
“Vatican diplomacy is not infallible,”
spokesman Greg Burke told
reporters in Yangon. “You can
criticize what’s said, what’s not
said. But the pope is not
going to lose moral authori-
ty on this question here.”
Burke added that the
Catholic Church is a
minority in Myanmar. 

The implication was
clear: Catholics are already
discriminated against in
predominantly Buddhist
Myanmar, and certainly
didn’t need any blowback
from the vast majority of
Burmese who recoil at the
term “Rohingya” because it
implies an official recognition
of them as an ethnic group. The
local church had urged Francis to
refrain from using the term, and
Francis obliged.

Diplomat
A pope is first and foremost a

shepherd to his flock. The
Vatican also wanted to back its

local church in supporting Aung San Suu Kyi, who many
Burmese see as their only hope for forging a more demo-
cratic, inclusive society where basic rights are guaranteed
for all minorities - Christians included. And so when he
arrived in Yangon and joined Suu Kyi at an official welcome
ceremony, Francis behaved like a true diplomat.

He called for all ethnic groups in Myanmar to
have their basic rights guaranteed - an impor-

tant message to be sure but one that was
clearly written by committee. Francis

upped the ante when he arrived in
Bangladesh, where he acknowledged
the “immense toll of human suffering”
under way in the squalid, overcrowded
refugee camps that are now home to
more than 620,000 Rohingya who

have poured across the border from
Myanmar’s Rakhine state.

In his official arrival speech,
Francis demanded the international

community take “decisive measures”
to not only help Bangladesh provide

for the refugees, but to resolve the
underlying polit ical causes in

Myanmar that set off the exodus. But
he didn’t say “Rohingya.” Until he met

them. And when he did, when he clasped
their hands in his and listened to their
tragedies, he not only acknowledged their
identity, he assumed responsibility for all
the suffering they had endured. “In the

name of all those who persecute you, who
have persecuted you, and those who have
hurt you, above all in the indifference of the
world, I ask you for forgiveness,” he said. He
repeated the word: “Forgiveness.” Francis
was back. —AP 

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

Pleas to flee 
and a desperate 

Twitter video


