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CARACAS: Thousands of Venezuelans are clam-
oring to return home to recession, hyperinflation
and a collapsing economy, President Nicolas
Maduro’s government claimed yesterday as
Brazil sends troops to the border with its crisis-
ridden neighbor. A day after Maduro told the
hundreds of thousands of his compatriots who
have already fled the region’s worst economic
crisis in recent memory “to return from eco-
nomic slavery: stop cleaning toilets abroad and
come back to live in your homeland,” Commu-
nications Minister Jorge Rodriguez claimed
many are trying to do exactly that.

Rodriguez said Venezuelan embassies around
the world are inundated with requests from cit-
izens to return home, but that the government
“cannot publicize it until it’s happening in real
time” for fear of “retaliation against those
Venezuelans seeking repatriation.” According to
the United Nations, some 1.6 million Venezuelans
have fled the country since 2015, with the num-
bers accelerating all the time.

On Monday, Venezuela chartered an airplane
to bring 89 citizens back home from Peru, where
Maduro said they had suffered “racism, contempt,
economic persecution and slavery.” Peru recently
tightened its border controls, requiring Venezue-
lans fleeing poverty and an economic meltdown
to show a passport to enter after saying that more
than 400,000 were already living in the country.
Rodriguez singled out Peru, Ecuador and Colom-
bia for special criticism as countries where

Venezuelans have been the victims of “xenopho-
bia and hate crimes.” And he said Venezuela
would petition the UN Refugee Agency to de-
mand a response from Lima, Quito and Bogota.

‘Tragic’ exodus
He made no mention of Brazil, though, which

is sending troops to its border following a vio-
lent attack by locals earlier this month that drove
1,200 migrants back into Venezuela. Brazil Pres-
ident Michel Temer said the troop deployment
was aimed at providing “security for Brazilian
citizens but also Venezuelan immigrants fleeing
their country.” Temer didn’t specify how many
soldiers would be sent but the move suggested
a hardening of attitudes towards Maduro’s gov-
ernment. Temer called on “the international com-
munity to adopt diplomatic measures” to halt the
“tragic” exodus of Venezuelans that “threatens
the harmony of practically the entire continent.”

But he added: “Brazil respects the sover-
eignty of other states, but we have to remember
that a country is only sovereign if it respects its
people and looks after them.” Regional leaders
are showing signs of wanting to act as the Or-
ganization of American States (OAS) called a
meeting for September 5 to discuss the crisis.
OAS chief Luis Almagro said Maduro’s “dicta-
torial government” had created an “exasperat-
ing” situation and shown “a complete
disassociation from the people’s problems” as
well as an “absolute inability” to provide “basic

necessities.” Ecuador is also organizing a meet-
ing of 13 Latin American countries on September
3-4 to talk about Venezuela. 

“None of the countries is prepared to be able
to deal with the migrants or the impact of their
arrival,” said Peter Hakim of the Inter-American
Dialogue think-tank. Experts believe the migra-

tion problems will increase pressure on Maduro.
“He has challenged many patterns of political
behavior in the region,” which “now has a col-
lective motivation to put Venezuela back” on the
path of democracy, said David Smilde of the
Washington Office of Latin America (WOLA)
research center. — AFP

MAARET AL-SHUREEN: Khaled Al-Idlibi was still speeding away with his
brother perched on the back of his motorbike when he heard the air strike that
leveled his neighbors’ house in northwest Syria. Those crucial extra minutes were
thanks to a warning system that could help save civilian lives in an expected
regime offensive on Idlib province, home to the last significant rebel-held area. 

The Sentry program, launched two years ago by two Americans and a Syrian
coder, uses human observers and a network of sensors to compute a predicted
impact location when Syrian or allied Russian warplanes take off. The resulting
estimate can then trigger air raid sirens near the target zone and send warnings
to mobile phone applications, giving residents more time to take cover.

Idlibi, a 23-year-old media activist, lives in Maaret Al-Shureen, a rebel-con-
trolled town in Idlib. On June 10 last year, he was picking up belongings he had
left behind while fleeing from an earlier air strike when his smartphone suddenly
lit up. “I received an alert on Telegram that a new warplane had taken off towards
the same area,” he said, recounting that he and his brother jumped on their mo-
torbike and rode to about a kilometre from the predicted impact spot. Idlibi said
“only three children were wounded that day” and estimated that up to 15 lives
may have been saved by the Sentry alert.

First launched in August 2016, the Sentry technology has become a sort of
weather forecast service for many Syrians. The system’s creators say that it has
proved its worth, including during the intense air campaign against the rebel
stronghold of Eastern Ghouta, earlier this year. “We saw a huge spike in use as
the campaign ramped up,” John Jaeger, a co-founder of the Hala Systems firm
that developed the technology used in Sentry, told AFP. Jaeger, a former US
diplomat and technologist who was looking for new ways to prevent civilian
deaths in Syria, created the system with US entrepreneur Dave Levin and a Syr-
ian coder whose identity is kept secret. — AFP

Air raid warning tech gives
Syrians life-saving minutes

Brazil sends troops to the border with crisis-ridden neighbor

‘Stop cleaning foreign toilets,’ 
president urges Venezuelans 

Venezuela’s crisis 
boosts trafficking 
risk for women 
and, children 
BOGOTA: Migrant women and children fleeing
Venezuela’s economic collapse are at heightened risk of
sexual exploitation and trafficking on their journeys
seeking refuge across South America, aid agencies said
yesterday. More than 1.6 million Venezuelans have aban-
doned the oil-rich nation since 2015 to seek better lives
in neighboring Colombia and across the region in one of
the largest mass migrations in Latin American history, the
United Nations says.

Thousands of destitute migrant families are crossing
the porous border into Colombia each day. Desperate
for jobs to send money back home to feed their hungry
families, migrants make easy prey and are vulnerable to
exploitation by traffickers, experts say. A report issued
on Wednesday by Bogota-based think tank, The Ideas
for Peace Foundation (FIP), said sex trafficking of
Venezuelan migrants is particularly rife along Colombia’s
northern borders where criminal gangs and guerrilla
groups are active.

“In border areas, the Colombian state has very little
control,” Juan Carlos Garzon, head of FIP, told the Thom-
son Reuters Foundation. “It’s very difficult for Venezuelan
migrants because they come across major illegal groups
who take advantage of their vulnerability. We’ve heard

several testimonies of the sexual exploitation and traf-
ficking of women,” he said. Omar Ochoa, a local govern-
ment human rights official in Colombia’s northern city of
Bucaramanga, told local media earlier this week he was
concerned by reports of girls forced into prostitution as
they travel 200 km on foot and by bus from the Colom-
bian border.

Forced begging
Child migrants are being trafficked into forced beg-

ging in Colombia, according to children’s charity Terre
des Hommes that this month surveyed more than 900
people, mostly Venezuelan migrants, along the border.
“People we interviewed have been telling us that
Venezuelan children are being rented out to beg on the
streets at traffic lights and as domestic workers,” said
Marion Prats, a child protection specialist at Swiss-
based Terre des Hommes.

“Mothers ... are worried about their daughters taking
up offers of work and becoming trapped in prostitution.”
Colombia’s child protection agency (ICBF) identified 350
Venezuelan children who were victims of child labor in
Colombia from March to June this year. Tighter entry
rules for Venezuelans introduced by Peru and Ecuador
this month increase the risk of trafficking, the UN and
Norwegian Refugee Council say. “Of particular concern
are the most vulnerable ... people trying to reunite with
their families and unaccompanied and separated chil-
dren,” said Olga Sarrado, a UN Refugee Agency
(UNHCR) spokeswoman. There are no figures to show
how many migrants become victims of sexual and labor
exploitation. Globally, some 25 million people are be-
lieved to be victims of labor or sex trafficking, according
to the International Labor Organization and other lead-
ing groups. — Reuters

PASTO: Members of Venezuelan migrant families Mendoza Landinez and Lomelly, walk along the
Pan-American highway, between Pasto and Ipiales, Colombia, on their way to Peru. — AFP 
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