
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, March 30, 2018

Friday14

CARACAS: A total of 68 people died on Wednesday
during an attempted jailbreak in Venezuela after a fire
engulfed police holding cells in one of the worst
tragedies in years in a notoriously violent and over-
crowded prison system. Attorney General Tarek
William Saab gave the death toll in the pre-dawn may-
hem at the police headquarters in northern Carabobo
state, blaming a fire thought to have been started de-
liberately.

Carlos Nieto, head of a prisoners’ rights group
called Una Ventana a la Libertad (A Window on Free-
dom), said that some prisoners burned to death and
others choked after setting fire to mattresses and steal-
ing a guard’s gun in an attempt to break out.    The dead
included two women who were visiting the jail, the at-
torney general said, adding that four prosecutors have
been named to investigate.

Photos taken by Nieto’s group showed the body of
a man with burns and firefighters trying to put out
flames. Relatives of those being kept in the detention
center tried to force their way in. After one officer was
injured by a tossed stone, the crowd was dispersed by
police firing tear gas. A video posted on Twitter

showed dozens of people demanding information in
front of police guarding the site. Women were seen
crying. “I am a desperate mother. My son has been
here a week. They have not given any information,”
Dora Blanco told local media. Local news correspon-
dents wrote on Twitter that the facility was tense
Wednesday night. 

Dire prison conditions 
Venezuela’s prisons suffer from dire overcrowding

and a shortage of basic supplies, struggling under the
deepening economic crisis that is gripping the once-
wealthy oil-producing country. Because of the lack of
space in penitentiaries, convicts are often sent to police
holding cells like the ones in Carabobo, meant to be
used as temporary pens for suspects facing charges or
court hearings, where detainees are supposed to spend
a maximum of 48 hours.

Nieto’s association estimated that the temporary de-
tention centers were overfilled by five times their ca-
pacity. And what happened Wednesday in Carabobo is
not an isolated incident, he added. “All the police sta-
tions in Venezuela are facing similar or worse conditions
of overcrowding, lack of food and disease,” he said.

The association said 65 people died last year in the
holding cells due to violence, malnutrition or tubercu-
losis. Two weeks ago, 58 detainees escaped holding
cells on Margarita Island, a favored tourist spot, after
punching a hole in their facility’s wall. They were all
soon recaptured. In August 2017, a riot left 37 dead
and 14 wounded in police cells in the southern state of
Amazonas, while an April 2017 clash between rival
gangs left 12 dead and 11 injured in the Puente Ayala
prison in the eastern city of Barcelona. —AFP 

LONDON: A high-profile resignation in Britain’s
main opposition Labour over its handling of multiple
anti-Semitism allegations pitched the party into crisis
yesterday on an issue that has stalked its hard-left
leader Jeremy Corbyn ever since he took charge. The
resignation of Christine Shawcroft, the official in
charge of cracking down on anti-Semitism in the
party, was the latest twist in a row that came to a
head this week when Jewish campaigners held an
unprecedented protest
outside parliament.

Scores of party mem-
bers have been sus-
pended, expelled or
forced to resign for mak-
ing anti-Semitic state-
ments since Corbyn
became party leader in
2015, but he and his far-
left supporters have been
accused of a “compla-
cent” approach to the problem. Corbyn started the
week with an apology for “pockets” of anti-Semitism
in the party that was quickly rebuffed by British Jewish
leaders who accused him of siding with anti-Semites.

They called a protest on Monday, saying “enough
is enough”.  Around 500 demonstrators gathered out-
side the parliament in London, where they were met
with counter-protests by Jewish Corbyn supporters,
leading to heated exchanges and minor physical con-
frontations. Members of the main rally shouted “shame
on you” and “scum” at the group of around 50 Corbyn

supporters, who claim that the accusations leveled at
Labour are politically motivated.

Hamas and Hezbollah ‘friends’ 
Allegations of anti-Semitism have been a problem

for veteran socialist Corbyn ever since his improbable
leadership win. Immediately after the victory he was
forced on the defensive for having once referred to
Hamas and Hezbollah-militant groups that deny Is-

rael’s right to exist-as
“friends” at a discussion
about the prospects for
peace in the Middle East.

He was not helped a year
later when one of his key al-
lies, former London mayor
Ken Livingstone, made a se-
ries of comments linking
Hitler to Zionism that caused
global condemnation. Liv-
ingstone has since been sus-

pended from the party indefinitely. Another blow
came when award-winning film director Ken Loach,
a major Corbyn supporter, made controversial com-
ments about the Holocaust in a BBC interview in
September 2017.

Asked if Holocaust denial was acceptable, Loach
said: “History is for all of us to discuss. All history is our
common heritage to discuss and analyse.  The found-
ing of the State of Israel, for example, based on ethnic
cleansing, is there for us to discuss.” Loach later clar-
ified his comments saying that the Holocaust was “as

real a historical event as World War II itself and not to
be challenged”.

‘Not good enough’ 
The latest crisis began last week when Corbyn

was forced to apologise over a Facebook post he

wrote in 2012 in support of a street artist whose mural,
featuring clear anti-Semitic symbolism, was due to be
removed following complaints. Robert Shrimsley, ed-
itorial director of the Financial Times, wrote that Cor-
byn and his supporters had “ignored and denied”
anti-Semitism in the party until last week.
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Venezuela CURITIBA: Brazil’s controversial former leftist leader Luiz Inacio Lula

da Silva addressed a campaign rally Wednesday after gunshots were
fired at his bus convoy, ramping up tension in an already jittery presi-
dential race. The rally in the southern city of Curitiba was the culmina-
tion of a regional tour by the presidential frontrunner that has exposed
jarring political divisions in Brazil ahead of the October 7 election.

Around 1,000 supporters dressed in the red of his Workers’ Party
gathered at the end of a rainy day to cheer Lula as he gave his speech
surrounded by a reinforced police deployment. Lula called the gather-
ing a show of support “against violence and for democracy.” The rally
occurred just hours after a right-wing rival presidential candidate, Jair
Bolsonaro, met nearby with several hundred cheering supporters — and
branded Lula “a scoundrel.”

While making his election tilt, Lula is simultaneously fighting in the
courts to avoid a 12-year prison sentence for corruption. It’s an all-or-
nothing push to secure a spot once again in the presidential palace,
rather than behind bars. Despite the scandal, he leads easily in opinion
polls, followed by Bolsonaro. However, his 10-day bus tour was targeted
by protesters, including opponents who threw stones and eggs at the
buses and at him on stage. 

Then late Tuesday, his convoy came under fire-something shocking
even in ultra-violent Brazil. Lula and his allies said the shots were fired
in an apparent ambush, with two bullets hitting one bus, one bullet hit-
ting another, and the third bus, where Lula was traveling, escaping un-
scathed. No one was hurt. Gleisi Hoffmann, leader of the Workers’ Party,
which Lula founded, said the incident should be investigated as a pos-
sible assassination attempt. —AFP
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LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the UK Parliament’s Parliamentary Recording
Unit (PRU) shows Britain’s opposition Labour party leader Jeremy Corbyn speaking during the
weekly Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs) in the House of Commons. —AFP 


