
Malaysia ex-PM 
charged with 
money
laundering
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s former
Prime Minister Najib Razak was hit with new
charges yesterday linked to a multi-billion-
dollar financial scandal that contributed to his
shock election defeat in May. Appearing at a
court in Kuala Lumpur, Najib was charged
with three counts of money-laundering over
claims he pocketed 42 million ringgit ($10.3
million) from a former unit of scandal-hit sov-
ereign wealth fund 1MDB.

These are in addition to the charges he
faced last month after he was first arrested —
three for criminal breach of trust and a sepa-
rate count that he abused his position to take
the money. The 65-year-old, who is free on
bail, has denied all the charges. Malaysia’s
new government is probing allegations that
billions of dollars were looted from 1MDB,
which was set up and overseen by Najib, in
an audacious fraud that spanned the globe.

Allegations of massive corruption were a
major factor behind the electoral earthquake
in May that toppled Najib’s long-ruling coali-
tion and ushered in a reformist alliance head-
ed by his 93-year-old former mentor

Mahathir Mohamad. In a packed courtroom,
the three new charges were read out to Najib.
Asked if he understood them, Najib —
dressed in a dark blue suit and looking tired
— said he did. His case was transferred to
another court, where he entered not guilty
pleas, meaning he will stand trial. Trial dates
will be fixed on Friday, the judge said.

‘Long live Najib’ 
As he left court, a handful of supporters

shouted “long live Najib” while his lawyer
Muhammad Shafee Abdullah said the toppled
leader believed the case was driven by poli-
tics. “I am confident of a fair trial for my
client, but my client thinks this is a political
prosecution,” he told reporters. Najib is fac-
ing a long time behind bars if found guilty —
the money-laundering charges carry maxi-
mum jail terms of 15 years each, while the
other four charges carry sentences of 20
years each.

The money-laundering charges allege 42
million ringgit stemming from illegal activities
was transferred to Najib’s bank accounts
between December 2014 and February 2015.
All the charges relate to fund transfers from
SRC International, an energy company that
was originally a subsidiary of 1MDB. The
sums involved are just a fraction of the $681
million that was mysteriously transferred to
Najib’s personal bank accounts several years
ago, sparking uproar in Malaysia.

The then attorney general — who had
ties to Najib’s party — cleared the leader
of wrongdoing, and said that the money
had been a donation from the Saudi royal

family. Najib, who has consistently denied
any wrongdoing, and his allies are accused
of plundering billions of dollars from 1MDB
to buy everything from US real estate to
artworks.

The US Department of Justice, which is
seeking to recover items allegedly bought
with stolen 1MDB cash in America, estimates
that $4.5 billion in total was looted from the
fund. Following Najib’s election loss, police
seized a vast trove of items — including
expensive handbags and jewelry — from
properties linked to him with an estimated
value of up to $273 million. — AFP 
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CARACAS: A woman gestures at a room of the University Hospital. — AFP 

CARACAS: Hardly anybody likes hospital food but in
Venezuela, it’s so awful-monotonous, starchy diets
cooked in filthy conditions, and newborns fed intra-
venous solution for lack of baby formula-that experts
call it an actual health risk. Take Carla Lopez, 40, who
has been hospitalized for three months to treat open
wounds on her foot as a result of diabetes.

Lopez should go easy on pasta and rice-but that’s all
she gets. “I eat whatever they give me,” Lopez said as
she waves away flies buzzing over a plate of rice and
lentils at University Hospital in Caracas. It is pretty fla-
vorless stuff as the hospital is out of salt. An excess of
starch causes her blood sugar levels to shoot up.

Even if she were out of the hospital, she could not
afford, say, a kilo (2.2 pounds) of chicken, which costs
1.5 times her monthly salary in this oil-rich but eco-
nomically ravaged country saddled with runaway infla-
tion. Lopez says that for breakfast, she gets a kind of
cornmeal patty known here as an arepa, and for lunch,
it’s either pasta or lentils with rice. “In the evening,
they serve you another arepa-a small, skimpy one,”
said Lopez.

Back in better times, this hospital used to have differ-
ent cooks for different medical problems, said nutrition-
ist Gladys Abreu. Now, everybody gets the same fare,
and not much of it: 40 grams of rice and 25 grams of
legumes. “That is hardly enough for a small child,” said

one staffer in the hospital kitchen. Another hospital
employee who asked not to be named complained that
garbage piles up at the facility, an imposing 11-story
building that is 60 years old. 

Indeed, a nearby trash bin overflows with detritus.
The National Hospital Survey, published in March by
the opposition-controlled National Assembly and by an
NGO called Doctors for
Health, said 96 percent of
Venezuela’s hospitals fail to
feed their patients adequately,
or do not feed them at all. The
poll covered 104 state-run
hospitals and 33 private ones.

Intravenous solution as milk 
At the Concepcion Palacios

maternity clinic, also in
Caracas, doctors stopped
providing formula for new-
borns because there was no money for it. Parents can
provide their own, but one mother, Yereercis Olivar, who
just gave birth to her second child, cannot afford formu-
la. She could not nurse the baby, either, because they
were separated to protect the child from the chicken
pox that Olivar came down with while pregnant. It has
left her skin covered in blisters.

Olivar was desperate, so she started trying to extract
milk from her breasts with a syringe.  It took three days
for that excruciating method to kick in and provide milk.
During that time, the baby lived “only on serum”-the
kind used in intravenous solutions to keep adults
hydrated. It was fed to the child from a baby bottle. 

Baby formula, like so many basic goods in Venezuela,
is available only on the black
market and a can of it costs
around 50 million bolivars, or
$15. That is nine times the
average monthly salary. The
hospital survey said 66 per-
cent of Venezuela’s maternity
wards have no formula to give
to babies. The decline into
hellish health care conditions
has been swift in recent years,
said Olivar, whose first child
was born at the same hospital

in 2016. It was better back then: she could not nurse her
child, but there was baby formula. Now, “there are cock-
roaches in the area where they prepare the baby bot-
tles,” said Silvia Bolivar, a nurse with 25 years on the job.
From holes in the walls and ceiling, water leaks and
rodents scamper, she added. The health ministry ignored
a request from AFP for comment on this story.

Patients going hungry 
On the sixth floor where she is being treated, Olivar

says she has heard nurses protesting for the past six
weeks to demand better pay and working conditions.
Posters on the wall say nurses also want better food for
sick people. President Nicolas Maduro said the crisis in
Venezuela’s hospitals has been aggravated by US sanc-
tions against his government. 

He says this punishment prevents the country from
buying medical equipment and medicines, 80 percent of
which are in short supply, according to labor unions. “It
is hard when patients come to us, trembling and on the
verge of fainting, to say they are hungry,” said nurse
Bolivar. At the maternity clinic, the baby bottles smell
bad. There is no soap to wash them and the sterilization
machine is broken. 

Dark mold covers containers of rice and pasta
that  is  fed to mothers . Both there and at  the
University Hospital, the floors and bathrooms are
dirty. There is no disinfectant. Cleaning is done with
water and rags. Lopez, the lady with complications
from diabetes, does not know how much longer she
must remain in her decrepit hospital room, which is
furnished with broken chairs. Her foot is not getting
any better. But it’s not all gloom: her hospital room-
mate gave her a bouquet of sunflowers to brighten
things up. — AFP 

Eating a risk in Venezuela’s hospitals
‘There are cockroaches in the area where they prepare the baby bottles’

Everybody gets
the same fare,
and not much

of it

Two dead in 
stampede at 
politician’s
funeral 
CHENNAI: Indian police yesterday
used batons to drive back tens of
thousands of mourners thronging the
funeral of a revered regional politi-
cian, triggering a stampede that
reportedly left two devotees dead.
Grieving supporters of Muthuvel
Karunanidhi poured into the south-
eastern city of Chennai to pay last
respects to the man who died
Tuesday aged 94.

A sea of mourners swelled in the
streets as the coffin was taken to its
resting place in the Tamil Nadu state
capital. But there was a stampede as
police pushed back against mourners
as they strove for a final glimpse of
Karunanidhi. Two people were killed
and others injured in the melee,
Indian news outlets reported. Police
officials contacted by AFP were

unable to confirm the reports.
Tension had been building in the city
after the state government Tuesday
denied permission for the politician
to be buried at the popular Marina
beach. 

Karunanidhi’s party, the opposi-
tion Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK), approached the state’s high-
est court. It ruled that the five-time
state chief minister should be buried
next to his mentor C.N Annadurai at
the seaside memorial. Karunanidhi, a
charismatic self-styled champion of
the poor, reshaped regional politics
through his opposition to high-caste
hegemony and was idolised by
legions of his supporters. 

He earned the loyalty of many
rural voters with a series of populist
schemes and fiery speeches in sup-
port of the so-called backward
castes. A school dropout,
Karunanidhi became involved in poli-
tics at a young age, spearheading the
DMK party through 12 state elec-
tions, all of which he contested and
won. Affectionately called
“Kalaignar” or scholar, he wrote
reams of poems, lyrics and books and
was a prolific screenwriter for the
Tamil film industry. — AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s former prime min-
ister Najib Razak (C) reacts as he leaves Duta
court complex. — AFP 


