
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Thursday, December 7, 2017

7

Global murder hot spot? No problem, 
let’s stroll around Venezuela capital

Murder and kidnap rates rival a war zone

Established 1961 

CARACAS: The murder and kidnap rates rival a war
zone. Streets often shake to violent political protests.
The poor scavenge garbage for food, while the rich
go around with armored cars and bodyguards. Only
a fool would go for a quiet stroll in Caracas, right?
Not so. In the last few years, groups have sprung up
offering walking tours of the chaotic Venezuelan
capital’s architecture, historic sites and famous hill-
side “barrios.”

Nearly a dozen organizations now run trips of
several hours at a time for groups as small as four or
as large as 150. While volunteers offer some tours
for free, others are
small businesses
charging between
20,000 and
200,000 bolivars
per person - 20
cents to $2 at the
b l a c k - m a r k e t
exchange rate. “I
want to see the pos-
itive side of the
city,” said lawyer
Francis Lopez, 50,
who joined dozens
of other people on a
recent Saturday walking tour around the poor west
Caracas neighborhood of Catia, avidly snapping pic-
tures of the colorful marketplace.

“In the old days, I used to go all over the city, but
people have stopped going out ... for fear of being
assaulted. It’s not just that they rob you, they can
shoot you too.” With more than three killings per
hour, Venezuela last year was the world’s second
most murderous nation after El Salvador, a local
crime monitoring group said. The homicide rate in
Caracas alone was a staggering 140 per 100,000
people, according to the group, the Venezuelan
Observatory of Violence.

Authorities say nongovernmental groups inflate
figures to create paranoia and tarnish the govern-
ment, but even so the most recent official national
murder rate - 58 per 100,000 inhabitants for 2015 -
was still among the world’s highest. Violence peaks in
the teeming shantytowns that cling to Caracas’ steep
slopes, and it is precisely there that some of the tours
head, using locals as guides and for protection.

Tourists who would never go alone into “barrios” like
Catia or Petare feel safe moving in large numbers.

‘Breaking myths’ 
The groups walk freely, chat with residents, buy

artisan products and sometimes even enjoy tradi-
tional music. Most are Venezuelans, though the occa-
sional foreigner joins. “It enables us to break the
myth that the ‘barrio’ is different from the city, full of
bad things: violence, insecurity and poverty,” said
Lorena de Marchena, 27, who helps organize walk-
ing tours in the “barrio” of El Calvario near the colo-

nial hilltop suburb of El
Hatillo. 

“When you enter El
Calvario, you connect at
different levels because
you see that people are the
same as anyone in the
city.” Locals often tag
along, most friendly and
laughing, but some suspi-
cious as to the outsiders’
intentions. “Here we are
r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s ,
‘Chavistas’!” one old lady
chided a recent group,

mistaking middle-class visitors to Catia for opposi-
tion supporters opposed to the ruling movement
called “Chavismo” for former leader Hugo Chavez.
Though a relatively new phenomenon in Caracas,
such “barrio” tours have long been common in other
dangerous part of the world such as Rio de Janeiro
or some African capitals.

Political tourism has also been going on for years
in places like Belfast, where visitors see the “peace
walls” dividing Roman Catholic and Protestant com-
munities, or Medellin where they trace the steps of
ex-Colombian drug boss Pablo Escobar. During
Chavez’s 1999-2013 rule of Venezuela, leftist sympa-
thizers would often travel here on “solidarity” tours
from Europe or other Latin American countries.
However, much of the current tours’ emphasis is on
celebrating the city’s underappreciated cultural her-
itage, particularly in this year’s 450th anniversary of
its founding. Especially popular is the colonial center,
where visitors can see a statue to 18th-century liber-
ation hero Simon Bolivar, as well as his house and the

pantheon housing his remains. Some tours also go to
the main state university, which is a UNESCO her-
itage site; the cobbled streets of El Hatillo; the once-
upmarket boulevard of Sabana Grande; and elegant
Plaza Altamira, known both for its signature obelisk
and as a focus of anti-government protests. Various
people died close to Plaza Altamira during this year’s
anti-government protests, in which 125 people were

killed in all. While some are rediscovering a city they
have for years feared to walk around in, others are tak-
ing a last, wistful look before joining Venezuela’s ever-
growing wave of emigration. “Caracas is such a beauti-
ful city,” enthused oil company worker Zaylin Daboin,
29, admiring a renovated 1940s theater in Catia that
she had never seen before. “We lost our initiative and
curiosity because of the insecurity.” —Reuters
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CARACAS: A volunteer looks out of the PanaBus (FriendlyBus) looking for homeless peo-
ple to assist in Caracas. Monday through Friday, the PanaBus (FriendlyBus) makes its way
around the Venezuelan capital offering homeless people a shower, clean clothes, a meal, a
health check-up and advice to help them out of their plight.—AFP 

Crackdown, 
airstrikes keep 
Yemenis indoors
ADEN: A Saudi-led coalition intensi-
fied air strikes on Yemen yesterday as
the armed Houthi movement tightened
its grip on the capital after it killed
former president Ali Abdullah Saleh,
who switched sides in the civil war.
Saudi Arabia and its allies launched
dozens of raids on Houthi positions in
Sanaa and nearby provinces, a day
after Saleh’s son vowed to take
revenge. Yemen’s pro-Houthi Al
Masirah television station said the
coalition bombed Saleh’s residence
and other houses of his family mem-
bers which are now controlled by the
Houthis. Air strikes also hit northern
provinces including Taiz, Haja, Midi
and Saada, it added. 

There was no immediate word on
casualties. The intervention by Ahmed
Ali, a former leader of the elite
Republican Guard once seen as a
successor to his father, provided the
anti-Houthi movement with a poten-
tial figurehead after a week of fighting
that saw the Houthis rout Saleh’s sup-
porters. But a day after Saleh sup-
porters announced the deaths of his
nephew Tareq, another top com-
mander, and the head of his party
Aref Zouka, many Sanaa residents
hunkered indoors out of fear of a
Houthi crackdown on the ex-presi-
dent’s many admirers.

Yemen’s war, pitting the Iran-allied
Houthis who control Sanaa against a
Saudi-led military alliance backing a
government based in the south, has
unleashed what the United Nations
calls the world’s worst humanitarian

crisis. The proxy war between region-
al arch-rivals Saudi Arabia- armed
and furnished intelligence by the
West-and Iran has already killed
more than 10,000 people, with more
than two million displaced.   Political
sources said the Houthis had arrested
dozens of Saleh’s allies and army offi-
cers affiliated with his party in and
around the city. Several had been
killed in the raids.

“There’s a scary calm in the city,”
said Ali, a 47-year old businessman
who declined to use his full name.
“People are reporting that there are
many arrests and they are trying to
shoot military men and (Saleh party)
members.” Saleh had helped the
Houthis win control of much of the
north, including Sanaa, and his deci-
sion to switch allegiance and abandon
the Houthis in the past week was the
most dramatic change in three years

of stalemated war. But the Houthis
swiftly crushed the pro-Saleh upris-
ing in the capital and killed him. Top
Houthi officials called his attempted
putsch high treason backed by their
Saudi enemies.

Several dozen women gathered in
a main square holding Saleh’s portrait
and demanding his burial, eyewitness-
es said, but were forcibly dispersed
by Houthi supporters and ran in terror
from the site. The Houthi-controlled
interior ministry distributed a video of
dozens of seated barefoot men it said
were pro-Saleh fighters detained in
one of its party headquarters. Media
rights group Reporters Without
Borders appealed for the release of 41
journalists it said have been held
“hostage” by the group since it over-
ran the headquarters of the Saleh-
owned al-Yemen al-Youm TV station
on Saturday.—Reuters

SANAA: Houthi rebel fighters inspect the damage after a report-
ed air strike carried out by the Saudi-led coalition targeted the
presidential palace in the Yemeni capital Sanaa. —AFP 

A borderless Africa? 
Some countries open 
doors, raise hopes
KAMPALA: For years African leaders have toyed with the
idea of free movement by citizens across the continent,
even raising the possibility of a single African passport.
Now some African countries are taking bold steps to
encourage borderless travel that could spur trade and
economic growth on a continent in desperate need of both.
Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta announced during his
inauguration last week that the East African commercial
hub will now give visas on arrival to all Africans. That fol-
lows similar measures by nations including Benin and
Rwanda. “The freer we are to travel and live with one
another, the more integrated and appreciative of our
diversity we will become,” Kenyatta said.

The African Union has cheered such steps, calling it the

direction the 54-nation continent needs to take. “I urge all
African states that have not yet done so to take similar
measures,” AU Commission chairman Moussa Faki
Mahamat said on Twitter after Kenya’s announcement.
Trade among African countries is at just 16 percent, while
trade among European Union states is at 70 percent,
Mahamat told AU trade ministers on Friday.  

For a continent whose leaders often speak fondly of
“African brotherhood” and once pondered the idea of a
United States of Africa, the visa policies of many countries
for many years suggested little progress in implementing
the continent-wide, visa-free ideal advocated by the AU.
Africans can get a visa on arrival in 24 percent of African
countries, yet North Americans, for example, have easier
access on the continent, according to a 2017 report on
visa openness by the African Development Bank. African
Union figures show Africans need visas to travel to 54 per-
cent of the continent. Free migration of people across the
continent would help in talent exchange as well as trade,
said Ali Abdi, the Uganda chief of mission at the
International Organization for Migration. Countries may
have to invest more in border patrols but “the benefits far
outweigh the costs, in my view.”—AP


