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Costa Rica votes in ex-minister as 
president, spurns preacher rival

Conservative preacher had campaigned strongly against gay marriage 

Established 1961 

SAN JOS…: Costa Rica on Sunday voted for a former min-
ister from the center-left ruling party as its next president,
rejecting his rival, an ultra-conservative preacher who had
campaigned strongly against gay marriage. Carlos
Alvarado, a former labor minister under current President
Luis Guillermo Solis, who was barred from seeking a sec-
ond term, won a convincing 60.7 percent of the ballots in
the run-off, electoral authorities said, based on returns
from more than 90 percent of polling stations.

“There is much more that
unites us than divides us,” he
told a cheering crowd in his
victory speech, congratulating
the defeated candidate. “My
duty is to unite this republic, to
take it forward, so it is a lead-
ing republic of the 21st centu-
ry,” he said. The right-wing
preacher, Farbicio Alvarado
(no relation), garnered 39.3
percent. He quickly conceded
defeat to a crowd of disap-
pointed supporters, thanked
God, and congratulated Carlos Alvarado on his triumph.

“We have not won the election, but we can accept this
result with our heads held high,” he said. Costa Rica, a
small Central American nation of five million people, had
been polarized ahead of the run-off election. Fabricio
Alvarado had surged from obscurity to lead a field of 13
candidates in the first round in February by vociferously
slamming moves to recognize same-sex marriage.  That
stance tapped into widespread social conservatism in the
country, particularly in poorer rural areas, and the preach-
er was also buoyed by support from evangelical churches
that have proliferated in recent decades.

Writer and ex-rocker 
Carlos Alvarado, in contrast, had offered a more tradi-

tional campaign highlighting several issues-boosting edu-
cation, reducing the growing deficit, enhancing environ-

mental protections-while incarnating continuity with the
outgoing leader. Pre-election surveys had suggested a
neck-and-neck race. But in the end, the result was a clear
and resounding win for Carlos Alvarado. He will take pow-
er next month, for a four-year term.

Aged 38, Carlos Alvarado is also a writer, with three
published novels, who has a taste for rock music dating
back to his university days as a singer in a progressive
rock band called Dramatika. He counts Pink Floyd as one

of his favorite groups. He
started out professionally as a
journalist but left that when he
realized that “one has to be
involved to change things.”

After moving to Panama
because of his wife’s architec-
tural career-and writing a nov-
el there-he returned to Costa
Rica to help out on Solis’s
2014 presidential campaign.
After Solis won, he was made
social development minister,
then labor minister. He stepped

down in January this year to make his own tilt for the pres-
idency.

Deficit challenge 
Being the candidate of the ruling Citizens’ Action Party

was both a help and a hindrance, giving him the machinery
of a party in power-but also one diminished by a scandal
of officials abusing their power and being unable to pre-
vent a rise in violent crime. Analysts said Alvarado man-
aged to stay a little separate from the government as its
reputation slipped, and presented himself as someone who
could renew the party. One of the biggest challenges fac-
ing Alvarado as he takes charge will be trying to cut down
the deficit, which has ballooned to 6.3 percent of gross
domestic product. To do so, he will have to succeed where
his predecessors have failed, in pushing through unpopular
measures to increase tax collection.  —AFP 

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump yesterday
called on Congress to pass immigration legislation, one
day after saying he would not consider a deal to protect
young immigrants and terminate a trade deal with
Mexico if they did not do more to secure its border with
the United States. “Congress must immediately pass
Border Legislation, use Nuclear Option if necessary, to

stop the massive inflow of Drugs and People ... Act now
Congress, our country is being stolen!”

Trump said on Twitter. Nuclear option is a parliamen-
tary procedure that allow the Senate to effectively decide
an issue by a simple majority. Trump reiterated his call for
Mexico to stop people from entering the United States,
saying Mexico’s “border laws work.” One of his tweets
apparently referred to a group of 1,500 men, women and
children from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador who
are traveling in a so-called “refugee caravan” organized by
Pueblo sin Fronteras, a US-based immigration advocacy
group. One of Trump’s signature campaign promises was
to build a wall along the southern US border and insisted
that Mexico would pay for it. Mexico has refused to do.
Trump had said he was open to a deal with congressional
Democrats to receive funds for the wall in exchange for
protection for young immigrants brought to the country as
children, who are known as Dreamers.—Reuters
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Guatemala 
dictator Montt,
dead at 91
GUATEMALA CITY: Efrain Rios
Montt, who ruled Guatemala with an
iron fist in the 1980s and was accused
of genocide at the peak of its long
civil war, died on Sunday at the age of
91. One of his lawyers, Luis Rosales,
told reporters that Rios Montt “died
in his home, with the love of his family
and a clear conscience.”

Rios Montt, who had been in very
poor health for years, was buried in a
matter of hours in a small, private cer-
emony. Relatives and supporters
defended him vehemently, saying the
man accused of razing indigenous vil-
lages had in fact committed no crime.

Protesting relatives of people who
died under his rule, however, splashed
red paint on the sidewalk outside a
former government palace in
Guatemala City and on a national flag
in a symbol of the blood they said he
had shed. They complained that he
was never punished. Rios Montt was
accused of ordering the murders of
1,771 indigenous Ixil-Maya people
during his short reign in 1982-83,
which came at the height of the brutal
36-year civil war.

Humble beginnings 
According to the UN, some

200,000 people died or were made
to disappear during the Guatemala’s
war, which ended in 1996. Rios Montt
was accused of orchestrating an
extermination policy against the
indigenous population, which was
perceived to be collaborating with
leftwing guerrillas waging war against
government forces. He denied the
charges in his original trial.

“I never authorized, never signed,
never ordered an attack against a
race, an ethnicity or a religion. I never
did it!” he said at the time. At the bur-
ial Sunday, friends shouted “Long live
general Rios Montt” and said he had
saved the country from communism.
Short in stature and vigorous until

recent years,  the former dictator had
a humble beginning, with little to sug-
gest a rise to national power. 

He was born in Guatemala’s remote
Huehuetenango province, near the
border with Mexico. He enlisted in the
army as a teenager and rose through
the ranks, receiving training courses
at the US-run School of the Americas,
where Latin American officers learned
harsh tactics used in crack downs on
dissidents. 

Politically, Rios Montt came to the
forefront in 1974 when, as a brigadier
general, he was put forward as a
coalition presidential candidate.
Historians say he won an overwhelm-
ing victory, but electoral fraud pre-
vented him from taking office.
Another general, Kjell Eugenio
Laugerud, took power instead. As a
consolation prize, Rios Montt was
sent to Spain as the military attache.

US support 
Upon returning home three years

later, he turned away from
Catholicism, his religion of birth, and
became a fervent evangelical
Christian. On March 23, 1982, he took
power in a bloodless coup, deposing
Lucas Garcia. During his 18-month
rule, ruthless even by the standards of
Latin American dictators, Rios Montt
engaged in a “scorched earth” policy

against dissidents, wiping out entire
rural towns where leftists were sus-
pected of living or having support. 

He appointed so-called faceless
judges who mounted summary trials
and ordered numerous alleged crimi-
nals-often leftist rebel sympathizers
or militants-executed.  Rios Montt
also used his office to preach to his
people: every Sunday night, dressed
in a combat uniform, the dictator
would take to the airwaves and talk
about God, morality and politics.  He
claimed in one such sermon that a
“good Christian” lived their life “with
a bible and a machine gun.”  As con-
flicts raged in nearby Nicaragua and
El Salvador, then US president Ronald
Reagan praised Rios Montt in 1982 as
“a man of great personal integrity and
commitment.”

But as evidence of gross human
rights violations mounted, Rios
Montt’s defense minister, General
Oscar Mejia, ousted him from office in
August 1983. In 1989 Rios Montt
founded the right-wing Guatemalan
Republican Front (FRG), which
reached national power with the elec-
tion of Alfonso Portillo (2000-2004).
Portillo was arrested in 2010 on cor-
ruption charges and ended up being
extradited to the United States, where
he spent a little over a year in prison
for money-laundering. —AFP

SAN JOSE: Supporters of the presidential candidate of Costa Rica’s governing Citizen Action Party
(PAC), Carlos Alvarado, celebrate in San Jose. —AFP 

18 killed in Boko Haram 
attack on army base 
KANO: Boko Haram killed at least 18 people and wounded
scores in coordinated attacks overnight on a military camp
and villages around the flashpoint Nigerian city of
Maiduguri, which they also tried to infiltrate across a
defensive trench, officials said yesterday. 

The brazen operation-which unfolded around the very
city where Boko Haram was born-turned the spotlight on
the authorities’ struggle to quell the jihadists’ nearly nine-
year-old offensive. Boko Haram fighters attacked a mili-
tary base in the Cashew Plantation area at the entrance to
the city with suicide bombers, mortars and guns, leading
to a prolonged battle, a senior military officer in
Maiduguri said.

“Eighteen Boko Haram terrorists on foot attacked the
military base while seven suicide bombers targeted resi-
dents of nearby Bale Shuwar and Alikaranti villages at
8:50 pm (1950 GMT),” said the officer who asked not to
be identified because he was not authorized to speak
about the incident. “The terrorists fired mortars at troops,”
the officer said. “So far we have recovered 18 dead bodies

from the two villages,” Bello Dambatto, an official from the
State Emergency Management Agency (SEMA) told AFP.
“The victims were killed while trying to escape the fight
between the insurgents and the military,” said Dambatto.

‘Huge blasts, gunfire’ 
One soldier was among the dead, the army said in a

statement, which added that it had killed six insurgents
and “neutralized” seven suicide bombers. The attackers
were trying to infiltrate into the city, said Ba’Kura Abba
Ali, a militia leader in the area helping soldiers in fighting
Boko Haram.

The assailants climbed up a trench that had been dug in
the sand round the city to stave off Boko Haram suicide
and gun attacks, and attacked troops, Ali said. Maiduguri
residents reported hearing at least five explosions and
sounds of gunfire coming from the Cashew Plantation area.
“Huge blasts and sounds of gunshots were heard all over
the city last night and they continued for more than an
hour,” said one resident, Ibrahim Gremah.

Boko Haram’s nearly nine-year fight to establish a hard-
line Islamic state in northeast Nigeria has claimed at least
20,000 lives and displaced more than two million people.
Hundreds of thousands are holed up in Maiduguri, the
capital of Borno state, where they are living in camps or
with host families.—AFP

GUATEMALA CITY: View of the grave of former Guatemalan dictator (1982-
1983) retired General Jose Efrain Rios Montt. —AFP 


