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CARACAS: A super-legislative body loyal to
President Nicolas Maduro revoked the immunity
of two Venezuelan opposition lawmakers
Wednesday, in order to put them on trial for al-
legedly masterminding a drone “assassination”
bid on the leader. Maduro, who has systemati-
cally sidelined the opposition as he tightens his
grip over his troubled nation, accuses the oppo-
sition and Colombia of being behind Saturday’s
drone “attack.”

He has singled out two lawmakers: Julio
Borges, former speaker of the opposition-dom-
inated legislature who now lives in exile; and
Juan Requesens. Requesens was seized by intel-
ligence officers overnight, while Venezuela’s
Supreme Court on Wednesday ordered Borges’
arrest. The Constituent Assembly — a body set
up last year by Maduro to arrogate powers from
the elected legislature — followed up by strip-
ping Borges and Requesens of their immunity.

The elected body, called the National Assem-
bly, has said it will dismiss any attempt to remove
its members’ immunity as unconstitutional. Its
past decisions, however, have been annulled by
the Supreme Court. Attorney General Tarek
William Saab said moves were being made to
put Requesens on trial, while Maduro is pressing
Colombia and the US to extradite opposition
figures he alleges are plotting to topple him from
abroad, including Borges. The embattled presi-
dent says he was targeted by two drones carry-
ing C4 explosives.

Live images on Saturday showed Maduro
halting his speech at a Caracas military parade
following a detonation that prompted dozens of
soldiers in front of him to run away in panic.
Borges, who on Tuesday attended the swearing-
in of Colombia’s new president, Ivan Duque,
called Maduro’s accusation against him “a
farce.” “Everyone knows that it’s a set-up to
persecute and convict anybody that opposes
your dictatorship,” Borges wrote on Twitter.
Later, he told AFP that he feels “safe” in exile.”I
feel safe in Colombia, I feel thankful. The move
has no political or legal grounds,” he said of the
decision to strip his immunity.

Intensifying ‘repression’ 
Saab said Wednesday that three of seven

suspects arrested in the wake of the incident
had appeared before a judge. Maduro has used
his control of the Supreme Court, electoral au-
thorities and security forces to concentrate
power in his hands. The Eurasia Group, a risk
consultancy, said that following the drone inci-
dent, “the immediate impact will be for Maduro
to intensify repression against his opponents
and close ranks.”

It added that, while there was no imminent fall
predicted for Maduro, “holding onto power will
become increasingly challenging in the long
term, particularly if he fails to provide guarantees
and privileges to key stakeholders amid deterio-
rating economic conditions, and while social dy-

namics remain fragile.” After Maduro established
the all-powerful Constituent Assembly last year,
four months of violent protests and a security
crackdown flared, leaving 125 people dead. 

Venezuela’s diplomatic isolation also deep-

ened, with most countries in the Americas
slamming Maduro as undemocratic and in-
creasingly dictatorial. The political turmoil has
worsened Venezuela’s ability to respond to its
economic collapse.  — AFP
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HARARE: Western governments and the
UN expressed alarm yesterday as top
Zimbabwe opposition figure Tendai Biti
was detained after a failed attempt to
flee to neighboring Zambia and claim
asylum. Biti, a veteran figure in the op-
position Movement for Democratic
Change (MDC), made a dash across the
border Wednesday, facing allegations of
inciting post-election protests at home.

Zambian authorities rejected his asy-
lum claim and handed him back to Zim-
babwean police — in defiance of a court
ruling, according to Biti’s lawyers. The
UN refugee agency said it was “gravely
concerned about reports of the forced
return” of Biti, an internationally-re-
spected finance minister in Zimbabwe’s
2009-2013 power-sharing government.

“Forcibly returning refugees and
asylum-seekers to their country of ori-
gin is a serious violation of international
refugee law,” the UNHCR said in a
statement. It urged Zambia to investi-
gate the incident, which comes after ac-

cusations that Zimbabwe’s authorities
are pursuing a heavy crackdown on the
opposition over its claims that last
week’s landmark elections were rigged.
Zambian government spokeswoman
Dora Siliya said authorities had only re-
ceived the ruling blocking his expulsion
after it was too late.

“The court order only came after he
was handed back to the Zimbabwe au-
thorities,” she said. “His asylum was de-
nied on the basis that in his country there
is no breakdown in the rule of law,” she
said, adding that Biti himself was “run-
ning away from the due process of the
law” as he was wanted by authorities.

Western nations said they were
“deeply disturbed by continuing reports
that opposition supporters are being tar-
geted by members of the Zimbabwean
security forces”. In a joint statement, the
EU, US, Canadian and Australian mis-
sions to Zimbabwe urged authorities to
“guarantee the physical integrity and
safety of Mr Biti, to ensure that his con-
stitutional and human rights are re-
spected, and that he will be treated in full
accordance with the rule of law”.

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human
Rights, a non-profit organisation, said
Biti had been taken to Harare’s central
police station. — AFP
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CARACAS: Venezuelan opposition deputy Juan Guillermo Requesens and Rafaela Requesens,
father and sister of opposition deputy Juan Requesens, are seen next to a poster with an
image of Venezuela President Nicolas Maduro at the entrance of El Helicoide, the headquar-
ters of the Bolivarian National Intelligence Service (SEBIN). — AFP 

‘Everyone knows that it’s a set-up to persecute and convict’

Brazil presidential 
debate will not 
feature jailed Lula
BRASILIA: Brazil stages its first presidential election
debate yesterday with eight of the crowded field lock-
ing horns but also one notable absentee — jailed fron-
trunner Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva. Thirteen candidates
have officially entered the election, which starts with
a first round October 7 and is almost sure to go to a
runoff two weeks later.

With deeply unpopular President Michel Temer not
seeking a new term and Latin America’s biggest coun-
try in a deep funk after years of recession and corrup-
tion scandals, it is the least predictable election in
decades. The debate on TV Bandeirantes will not fea-
ture four of the candidates, who have too small a pres-
ence in Congress to qualify. But the real missing piece
in the puzzle will be former two-term president Lula,
who leads in opinion polls but is serving a 12-year sen-
tence for corruption and looks almost sure to be
barred from the ballot.

A court rejected his request to take part in the de-
bate by jail cell video link. So far, TV Bandeirantes has
not responded to requests from Lula’s leftist Workers’
Party to mark his absence with an empty chair at the
debate, or to allow his vice presidential pick, former
Sao Paulo mayor Fernando Haddad, to take his place.
But for the Workers’ Party, even an absent Lula is a
powerful weapon. With around 30 percent in the polls,

he would lead a first round and easily win a runoff.
Because he has lost an appeal to his corruption

conviction, he in theory will be barred under the
Brazilian clean slate law. But Lula’s lawyers are pushing
for an escape route in the courts. The main candidates
due to appear during the debate include right-winger
Jair Bolsonaro, who is polling in second place after
Lula, and his next biggest rivals: center-right former
Sao Paulo governor Geraldo Alckmin and environmen-
talist Marina Silva.

Pessimism 
The October polls will also see elections for 27

governors, all 513 congressional lower house deputies
and two thirds of the 81 senators. But so far voters ap-
pear hardly enticed by the prospect. A poll published
this month by the National Confederation of Industries
showed 45 percent of Brazilians “pessimistic or very
pessimistic” about the elections. While voting is oblig-
atory, a third plan to cast spoiled ballots, the poll
found. Other polls point to between 33 and 41 percent
of the electorate defying the law to skip voting. “Unlike
in other countries, there has been no new leader ap-
pearing in Brazil who is able to surf the wave of dis-
content,” political analyst Matias Spektor told AFP.
“Brazil’s political system continues to generate a lot of
frustration.”

If Lula is barred, as expected, Bolsonaro from the
conservative PSL party and Silva would be the main
beneficiaries, according to current polling. They
stand out among the crowd with platforms “very fo-
cused on social discontent over socioeconomic fac-
tors and corruption and (in Bolsonaro’s case) violent
crime in the big cities,” said Thiago Vidal, a political
consultant. — AFP


