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By Ed Upright

Flight attendant Donna Hubbard was deeply con-
cerned when a couple carried a boy who was
sweating, lethargic and appeared to be in pain

onto her flight from Honduras to Miami in October last
year. After take-off, Hubbard and her crew spoke to
the man and woman separately, who gave different
names and ages for the boy. Hubbard told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation she was suspicious that
he was being trafficked, kidnapped or even being
used as a drug mule.

The pilot alerted authorities in Miami who met the
boy and his companions on arrival. While unable to
reveal details, a customs official later told Hubbard
that she had made the “right call” and the boy had
been safely intercepted by officials. Hubbard’s actions
are the kind of intervention the United Nations Office
on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) recommended last
week when it urged airline bosses at an international
airline summit to train flight crews to help prevent
human trafficking.

Jean-Luc Lemahieu, UNODC policy director, told
the International Air Transport Association (IATA)
meeting: “It is not rocket science but most flight atten-
dants spend one hour to eight hours with passengers.
“They can see the signs. It’s an invisible crime but in
plain sight, you can you see it if you know what to look
at.” The skies have long been on the frontlines of the
fight against human trafficking as criminal gangs
transport thousands of children and vulnerable peo-
ple by air each year.

These victims are among almost 46 million people
globally living as slaves, trafficked into exploitation,
sold for sex or trapped in debt bondage, according to
the 2016 Global Slavery Index. While some training of
airline staff to spot and report potential trafficking is
mandatory in the United States, it is not widespread
across the industry. Campaigners say this must
change. Nancy Rivard, founder of Airline Ambassadors
International, a charity that trains global airline staff
on trafficking, said the situation is improving slowly
but much more needs to be done.

More than 70,000 US airline staff have been trained
to spot smugglers and their victims under the Blue
Lightning initiative, launched in 2013 with the support
of JetBlue, Delta Air Lines and others. But Rivard said
most airlines are “doing the very minimum against
trafficking” on board their flights. Flight attendant
Hubbard, who works with Rivard’s charity, said some
airlines had taken action but others were “afraid of the
liability of acknowledging that (trafficking) happens
on our airplanes even though they know it exists”.

Anti-trafficking group ECPAT-USA said that airlines’
work on the issue has lagged behind other travel and
tourism sectors. “While we have seen large numbers of
hotels train staff and their parent companies adopt
policies, we see very little movement with airlines,”
Michelle Guelbart of ECPAT-USA told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. She said Delta Air Lines was the
first and remains one of only two global airlines - with
Mexico’s Volaris - to join ‘The Code’, an industry initia-
tive to boost awareness and stop child sex exploita-
tion. “It is shocking that so many have continued to lag
behind but we hope this changes and their peers step
up,” she said.

Lack of training
Rivard, a former flight attendant, said her organiza-

tion trains staff to be aware of young women or chil-
dren who appear to be being controlled, show signs of
mistreatment or who seem frightened, ashamed or
nervous. She said flight attendants regularly start con-
versations with women travelling alone, such one 18-
year-old on a 2015 flight from Chicago, who said she
was excited to see a boyfriend she had met on
Facebook but who wasn’t coming to meet her at the
airport. When staff checked the seat reservation,
Rivard said, they found it had been booked by a
woman in a different part of the country with the a
“nefarious looking” social media profile of “love me
long, love me good”.

Following further investigation, the teenager was
rescued by law enforcement officials three days later,
she said. Rivard also cited a recent flight from Rome to
Chicago, when staff noted a 7-year-old Albanian girl
travelling with a middle-aged American man - a situa-
tion that seemed suspicious. The crew informed the
flight deck, said Rivard, but the pilot had received no
training on trafficking so refused to report anything.
Rivard said attendants should not try to rescue poten-
tial victims themselves and should inform appropriate
authorities. If they don’t, she said, “they’re as guilty as
the traffickers”. — Reuters
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Soldiers guard Chavez symbols in seething heartland
By Andrew Cawthorne

In the dozy agricultural town of Hugo Chavez’s birth,
soldiers guard an immense statue of the former
Venezuelan leader while nearby opposition activists

dream of pulling it down. The Russian-donated sculp-
ture of a fist-clenched Chavez, in a square of Sabaneta
near where he was born in a mud hut, has withstood
nearly three months of anti-government unrest that has
convulsed Venezuela since April and killed more than
70 people.

“It will fall one day soon, you’ll see,” said activist Angel
Dorante, noting the vandalism and destruction of Chavez
statues and symbols elsewhere in Venezuela. Surrounded
by fertile plains and home to nearly 40,000 people,
Sabaneta is a politically sacred spot for the ruling
“Chavismo” movement, now led by President Nicolas
Maduro, but it has not been immune to protests roiling the
nation in demand of elections to end socialist rule.

Locals have been banging pots and pans at night and
took to the streets recently during a power cut. They were
dispersed by security forces with tear gas, witnesses said.
In the tatty state capital Barinas, where Chavez studied
and lived as a youth, the trouble has been far worse. Many
people have turned on the ruling Socialist Party in a poor
region that was once their heartland of support. Even
though much of the attention has been on the capital
Caracas, Barinas has seen the worst of the anti-govern-
ment unrest. Violence on May 22-23 left seven people
dead, hundreds of shops looted and the city’s half million
people traumatized.

With some businesses on strike, anti-Maduro protesters
barricaded streets and faced off with National Guard sol-
diers, witnesses said. Pro-government gangs joined the
fray and, according to local authorities, 500 shops were

looted while at one point a crowd of 2,000 people took
over a major police base. “There was a social explosion,”
Jose Luis Machin, Barinas’ opposition mayor, describing
how some business owners hired gunmen to stand on
roofs to deter looters. “One Chinese owner stood on his
roof with two grenades to keep them away.”

In scenes unthinkable during Chavez’s 14-year rule, the
rioters in Barinas stormed and burned the headquarters of
the ruling Socialist Party, stoned a house where the late
leader had lived as a youth, and defaced images of him on
the streets. A few weeks later, soldiers watch over gas sta-
tions, courts and other key buildings while many business-
es remain closed with signs saying “already looted” and
workers repaint the ransacked party building. There are still
sporadic protests and fear is pervasive. Rights activists say
dozens of protesters have been detained, some beaten
savagely on the knees with baseball bats and one covered
in excrement and urine while in custody.

‘Not enough food’
The anger in Barinas, as elsewhere around Venezuela, is

fueled by widespread hunger and shortages after four
years of brutal recession. There is special bitterness in
Chavez’s home state that locals say should be a prosperous
bread basket for the nation due to its fertile farming condi-
tions. “We do not have enough food for our baby. That is
why my husband went out to protest, like any other
Venezuelan,” said Arianna Espinoza, 20, whose husband,
Yorman Bervecia, 19, took to the streets on May 22 near a
National Guard military base.

He never came home, shot dead in the chest. “Now it’s
me who wants to go out there and protest,” Espinoza said
as she cradled 1-year-old Lucas in her arms. As well as elec-
tions, the protesters are demanding solutions to the crisis-
hit economy, an end to rampant corruption, freedom for

jailed activists, foreign humanitarian aid, and autonomy for
the National Assembly legislature won by the opposition in
2015. Barinas’ turn away from “Chavismo” dates from that
election, when voters elected five opposition lawmakers
for six seats.

Maduro calls his opponents “terrorists” bent on a violent
coup and is resisting calls to bring forward the next presi-
dential election scheduled for late 2018. He is setting up
instead a super-body known as a constituent assembly
with powers to rewrite the constitution and override other
institutions. An election for that assembly is set for July 30
but the opposition says it is rigged to guarantee him a
majority so they are boycotting the process. “The terrorist
right-wing won’t stop in their attempts to bring down
President Maduro’s government,” said Barinas state
Governor Argenis Chavez, brother of the late president.

Despite Venezuela’s economic decline and anti-govern-
ment unrest from the Andes to the Amazon, Maduro
retains a hardcore of support and his approval rating of
just above 20 percent is respectable compared to some
peers around Latin America. That reflects the deep rever-
ence among Venezuela’s poor for Chavez, who picked
Maduro as his successor and urged people to back him, lin-
gering suspicion of opposition leaders long viewed as an
out-of-touch elite, and disgust at violence in protests.

Denny Frias, 43, a distant relative of Chavez who tends
the gardens round his statue in Sabaneta, said he was still
“100 percent Chavista” and had the government to thank
for both his job and state-provided house. “Chavez gave his
life for his country and Maduro is continuing his work so I
support him,” Frias said, wearing a red T-shirt with Chavez’s
image in the shadow of the statue. “The troublemakers
have tried to come here. They’re paid and given food to be
violent. But they can’t touch this statue. We are here watch-
ing and we won’t let them.” — Reuters

Finsbury Park Mosque: Former hub of radical Islam
By Alice Ritchie

The Finsbury Park Mosque, which
appeared yesterday to have been the
target of an anti-Muslim terror attack,

has fought for years to throw off its reputa-
tion as a centre for radical Islamism.  The
red-brick mosque is famous around the
world as the place where hook-handed hate
preacher Abu Hamza spouted his anti-
American vitriol after the September 11,
2001, attacks. Worshippers included Richard
Reid, the “shoe bomber” who plotted to
blow up a transatlantic flight, and Zacarias
Moussaoui, the only person charged in the
United States over 9/11 — though Hamza
always denied knowing them.  

After a 2003 raid by police investigating
a ricin plot, the Finsbury Park Mosque was
shut down-though Hamza had already
been forced out by other members, and
was reduced to addressing his followers in
the street outside.  He was arrested the fol-
lowing year and the mosque reopened in
2005 under a new board of trustees, with a
particular goal of encouraging community
cohesion.  Many local residents gathered
outside the Mosque yesterday to show
their support for those affected by the
attack, in which a man drove a van into
pedestrians after evening prayers, leaving
one person dead and injuring ten others.

Tea and biscuits 
Egyptian-born Hamza-whose hands

were blown off by an explosives experiment
in Pakistan-controlled the mosque from
1997 to early 2003, and for years after many
terror investigations in Britain were traced
back to his influence. 

When he was jailed for seven years in
2006 for inciting murder and racial hatred,
the judge said the father-of-nine used his
authority to encourage worshippers that
killing was a religious duty. Hamza was lat-
er extradited to the United States and jailed
for life there in 2015 for playing a key role
in the 1998 kidnapping of 16 Western
tourists in Yemen, four of whom were killed,

and in trying to set up a US terror training
camp in 1999.

The new trustees have fought hard to
clear the mosque’s name, and in 2015
opened its doors as part of a nationwide
initiative to improve cross-community rela-
tions following terror attacks in Paris.
Annalou Oakland, an 67-year-old artist who
lives nearby, was one of those who visited
for tea and biscuits. “There was big fear

around this particular mosque in the past
and it’s really good to hear what they’re
doing and to meet people one on one,” she
told AFP at the time.

“Ten years ago it was different. Since
then we’ve worked tirelessly to open our
centre, our mosque, our activities to the
public,” Khalid Oumar, one of the mosque
trustees, had said. The mosque nonethe-
less received a string of threatening

emails and letters in the wake of the Paris
attacks. Authorities had also warned of
an increase in anti-Muslim hate crimes
across London after the London Bridge
attack on June 3. 

“Our community is  in shock,  our
thoughts and prayers are with those
who have been affected by this,”
Mohammed Kozbar, the mosque’s chair-
man, said yesterday. —AFP 

LONDON: A forensic tent and police are seen on Seven Sisters Road near Finsbury Park station after a vehicle struck
pedestrians in north London yesterday. —AP 


